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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

“Our [East Timorese] social attitudes and behaviour are like this; we do not believe that 
young people can contribute something positive. We look too much at history.” Rafael1 
emphasises this last word – history. He sits across a wooden desk onto which he has put 
a note pad and the Constitution of Timor-Leste, which he seems to always carry with 
him. When I later ask him about it, he grins and tells me he has decided to put his daily 
commutes in public transport minibuses to use and learn the Constitution by heart. He 
continues: “There are some leaders, they ask: ‘So what did you fight for?’ And then they 
tell stories of the resistance and ask us what we did in the resistance for us to feel we can 
come and tell them something. I myself have experienced that.” 

With a soft thud Rafael’s fist lands on the table next to the Constitution. The brief 
silence that follows is eagerly filled by the noise of cars and students on the street below 
which enter, together with the dry and dusty heat, through the windows of the tiny 
university classroom we sit in. Pushing them to the background again Rafael resumes: 
“And I always tell them: ‘That was your role at that time. My role as a citizen is different 
now’. Because it does not make sense to only look at those [past] things. I always say that 
the state of law and democracy is a concept that means that everybody is a citizen. The 
state gives the rights and the freedom to everyone to do whatever it is that contributes 
in a good way to the construction of the state. That is why we [youth] have full right!” 

He laughs. I am not sure why. Maybe out of nervousness over such a “bold” 
statement. On the other hand, laughter always seems eager to illuminate Rafael’s face, 
even though he likes to speak solemnly and somewhat pompously, reminding me of the 
fact that he once planned to become a priest. He turns back to me, serious again. “Yes…
this always happens mana2 Sara. I have to be honest with you, not only in our small 
structures, but also in our bigger structures. But I do not really have experience with the 
big structures. But this always happens. They tell us: ‘You are a little child, what do you 
think you know? What did you already contribute? In the past we … ’ And we respect 
[what they did in the past], but it should not enable them to close off the road for the 
youth. Otherwise we will see that development will be very difficult” (Rafael, interview, 
12.06.2015). 

Twenty-four-year-old Rafael was a student at the National University of Timor-
Leste and a youth representatives’ coordinator for the National Youth Council when I 
interviewed him in 2015. During this interview he told me about the difficult position 

1  In order to protect the anonymity of my interlocutors, all names are pseudonyms.
2  Mana is Tetun for older sister. It is used to address a woman who is either older or considered deserving of one’s respect. 
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of youth in general and village council youth representatives in particular. He painted a 
picture of young people always being blamed for the problems and presented as lazy and 
spoiled troublemakers. He acknowledged that there are some young people who tend 
to create problems out of boredom and frustration, but underscored that when young 
people contribute positively this never seems to get any attention. And if young adults 
become engaged and stand up for their rights, they are told that they are “just children”, 
that they did not liberate the nation and that therefore they should respect the people 
they are standing up against. The picture Rafael painted for me in his solemn words on 
that warm June afternoon became part of a pattern that I would see and hear repeated 
over the course of different fieldwork visits while talking to young adults (roughly eighteen 
to thirty years old) both in Timor-Leste’s capital city Dili and in rural areas. 

This dissertation is about a generation coming of age while their nation-state was 
going through the same process. Timor-Leste, the first nation-state of the twenty-first 
century, has divided its population neatly into three generations that reflect its turbulent 
history of Portuguese colonialism, Indonesian occupation, and a widely celebrated 
independence. East Timorese people born before (roughly) 1970 are considered to 
belong to the Portuguese generation. Those who were born and attended school during 
the Indonesian occupation (1975-1999) constitute the Indonesian generation. And 
finally, those born after the turbulent year of 1999, which brought a referendum and 
ultimately independence, are dubbed the new3 or post-independence generation (see 
also Arthur 2019, 206-207; Gonçalves 2012, 4). This dissertation, however, is not about 
the Portuguese, nor about the Indonesian, nor about the post-independence generation. 
I focus on analysing the position of those East Timorese citizens who were born and 
started school under Indonesian occupation and who experienced the transition to 
independence as young teenagers. This generation does not belong to the Indonesian 
generation as they were too young to participate in the resistance movement. They 
also do not belong to the post-independence generation because they remember the 
Indonesian occupation, their first years of Indonesian socialisation and education, and 
the violence-ridden referendum year. As they do not fit into any of the emic generational 
categories, I have come to see and define my research interlocutors as an in-between 
generation. Being an in-between generation means to have an ambiguous position 
within the nation-state as citizens. Although old enough to vote, to run for office, and 
to formally be full citizens, young adults of the in-between generation are seen by older 
generations as “children” because they did not liberate the country, as Rafael explained. 
While having ideas and wishing to participate, to be seen, and to be heard, young 
adults are time and again reminded that they should be deferential to their elders, both 
because customary law demands so and because the older generations deserve respect 

3 Note that the use of new when it comes to classifying generations is contentious here, as it is also often used to describe 
the Indonesian generation (see Bexley 2007). I position myself regarding these classifications extensively further below 
and in chapter 3. 
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for having liberated the territory. Consequently, young adults from the in-between 
generation do not only fall between the cracks of generational definition, they also fall 
between the cracks of political participation and governance - and, as I will show, even 
of academic research. 

Falling between the cracks means being neither one generation nor the other. 
It means not being considered full citizens, yet feeling belonging and entitlement as 
citizens. Falling between the cracks means to have a deep respect for older generations, 
yet also own ideas about how things could be done differently. It means, as I will argue, 
to unite in themselves different languages of citizenship that complement, overlap, but 
also contradict each other. It also means navigating and attempting to make sense of 
those contradictions.  

I argue that it is exactly the in-betweenness of this generation that can give us 
valuable insights about the cracks through which they fall. And about what lies beyond 
those cracks. Hence, by taking young adults’ in-betweenness as a lens onto the post-
conflict, postcolonial, and democratising context in which they have come of age, I 
explore how the in-between generation constructs an own sense of citizenship through 
their navigation of generational power fields that permeate all levels of governance. It is 
by scrutinising the in-between generation’s discourse about other generations and about 
themselves that I produce insights into how power is granted, legitimacy is created, and 
history is made and remembered. It is by analysing their navigation of contradictory 
demands that I explore the incongruities of democratisation and customary revival. It 
is by analysing the chances that are withheld as much as the chances that are given (or 
taken) that I explore the ongoing post-conflict and postcolonial transition taking shape 
in Timor-Leste. It is by exploring the contradictory demands toward their citizenship that 
I develop an understanding of citizenship as a palimpsest on which different languages 
of citizenship converge. And finally, it is by studying how young adults struggle to find a 
place for themselves that I develop insights into what citizenship is, how it is made, and 
how we can study it. 

I argue that the perspective of young adults who fall between the cracks of 
generational belonging and postcolonial governance can give us valuable insights about 
citizenship, governance and intergenerational relationships. Before analysing the in-
between generation and what it can teach us about the cracks through which it falls, I 
provide a brief historical context in order to clarify why generations have become such a 
meaningful social category in post-independent Timor-Leste. 

1.1 From sandalwood to international state-building

Timor-Leste is a small half-island nation-state in the eastern part of the Indonesian 
archipelago with just over one million inhabitants. It was the sandalwood growing on its 
dry tropical hills that attracted merchants from the sixteenth century onwards, among 
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them the Portuguese (Carey 2003). These Portuguese colonialists negotiated with the 
Dutch during the nineteenth century, thereby securing the eastern half of the Timor island 
in 1859 while the Dutch appropriated the western half (McWilliam and Traube 2011). 
Gradually, the Portuguese increased their colonial presence on the island, relying on 
indirect rule and manipulating customary forms of leadership for their own benefit. East 
Timor4 remained a Portuguese colony even after Indonesia became independent in 1948 
(Carey 2003). This changed when the carnation revolution overthrew the Portuguese 
dictatorship and brought an end to the Portuguese imperialist undertakings in 1974. East 
Timorese were invited to form political parties. These nascent parties fought a brief civil 
war over diverging views on the future status of East Timor as an independent nation-
state or as a part of Indonesia (CAVR3 2005). Indonesia - interested in East Timor’s oil 
reserves, and benefitting from the brief political chaos, from Portugal’s distraction with 
the decolonisation of its colonised territories in Africa, and from the political climate of 
the Cold War - invaded East Timor only days after one of the political parties, the Marxist 
Fretilin5, had unilaterally proclaimed the independence of the Democratic Republic of 
East Timor (CAVR3 2005). The invasion and integration of East Timor into Indonesia 
were brutal (Anderson 2001), characterised by indiscriminate killings, sexual violence, 
intimidation, cruel anti-insurgency campaigns, forced relocation into concentrated 
villages, as well as structural and symbolic violence (CAVR3 2005). 

The East Timorese resistance was initially organized by the Fretilin and established 
itself on three fronts: armed resistance, clandestine underground, and a diplomatic front 
that created awareness for the Timorese case internationally (Leach 2012). The pressure 
on Indonesia to agree to a referendum about East Timorese independence increased 
due to a few important turning points (see CAVR3 2005, 115; see also chapter 2 of this 
dissertation) that exposed the brutality of the Indonesian occupation and increased 
international awareness. This, coupled with an economic crisis and a growing domestic 
democracy movement that finally forced dictator Suharto to resign, led Indonesia to agree 
to a referendum in 1999 (CAVR3 2005). This referendum was accompanied by violence 
and intimidation perpetrated by both the Indonesian military and pro-Indonesian 
militias. Nonetheless, 78.5 percent of the population voted for independence. The 
violence and destruction of infrastructure unleashed by the military and the militias after 
the announcement of the ballot results was so brutal that an international UN peace-
making force was deployed (CAVR3 2005). A United Nations transitional administration 
was put in place to oversee East Timor’s transition to independence, which it officially 
received on 20 May 2002.  

4 I use Timor-Leste to refer to the independent nation-state (since 2002), and East Timor to refer to the territory before it 
became an internationally acknowledged independent nation-state. When referring to the citizens of Timor-Leste I use 
East Timorese. In quotes interlocutors often say just “Timor” and I have left it that way. This does however refer to the 
country of Timor-Leste and not to the whole island. 

5 Fretilin: Frente Revolucionária de Timor-Leste Independente – Revolutionary Front for an Independent East Timor.
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As Indonesian military and pro-Indonesian militias had destroyed much of the 
(Indonesian-built) infrastructure, and as many of the (Indonesian) public servants 
had fled East Timor amidst the referendum violence, international peace-builders 
and state-builders described the situation they found upon arrival as “a smoking ruin 
with no effective institutions of formal governance or trade” (McWilliam 2011, 745). 
Hence, international state-building efforts in Timor-Leste were based on a tabula rasa 
approach to governance structures. This blatantly ignored the strongly anchored and 
locally relevant systems of customary law, known in Timor-Leste as lisan, which had 
kept communities together throughout the occupation (McWilliam 2005; Ospina and 
Hohe 2002). This is neither to say that customary forms of governance and law were 
not impacted by colonial and Indonesian co-optation, nor does it mean that customary 
law never had divisive effects on communities. What I mean to signal here is that, while 
at the local level these customary structures have always been (and continue to be 
today) the first institutional frameworks in which people organised themselves, they 
were not taken into consideration (at first) in (inter-national) state-building efforts. 
This is all the more remarkable as there was existing academic knowledge about 
these customary structures in East Timor (see Hicks 1984; 2004; Traube 1986). As the 
state-building began, customary forms of conflict resolution were quickly integrated 
into the work of the Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation (henceforth 
CAVR) as they were the most efficient tools for reconciliation (see Babo-Soares 2004). 
Nevertheless, the centrality of customary institutions in the daily lives of citizens was 
acknowledged only slowly and wearily by state actors. I will show throughout this 
dissertation that customary institutions are indispensable for an understanding of East 
Timorese citizenship, and they should not be regarded as disconnected from liberal 
democratic state-building efforts.

State-making and political leadership were, since the moment of transition to 
independence, strongly influenced by the history of resistance against Indonesian 
occupation. Major leaders of the (armed) resistance became the major political leaders. 
The role that one played in this resistance became a major political legitimiser (and still is 
today), but was also a major point of contention during the first years of independence. 
This contention lead to a national politico-military crisis in 2006 (Silva 2010; Trindade 
and Castro 2007) that prompted another UN peace-keeping operation. Throughout 
the process of state-building, East Timorese people began to characterise themselves 
(and others) in generational terms as I have described above. Throughout this process, 
generations and generational belonging became enmeshed not only with different 
degrees of status, but also with different degrees of political power and legitimacy. 
These differences were strengthened and widened through selective storytelling and 
remembering in which the contribution of each generation to the birth of Timor-Leste 
as an independent nation-state was weighed, contrasted, and evaluated. It is this 
enmeshment of generational belonging with storytelling and with real political power 
that makes generations a crucial social category and therefore the focus of my analysis. 
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When referring to a generation here I do not define them as strict age cohorts, 
as I consider it more useful to investigate along the lines of (self-)ascribed generational 
belonging (see Burnett 2010). Therefore, the generations to which I refer here come 
closer to Mannheim’s (1952) socio-historical generations which are defined by the events 
that shape a group of people in a certain phase of their lives. I do, however, consider 
that generations are not just created by the events experienced by certain groups. I 
also critically scrutinise how generations are created through negotiation, narration, 
and the selective labelling of historical events. I follow Aboim and Vasconcelos (2014, 
167-8) who argue that “generations are primarily produced by discourses of difference, 
which individuals mobilize in multiple ways”. In the case of Timor-Leste, generations as 
they are defined by my interlocutors, seem to be mostly shaped by, on the one hand 
one’s role in the resistance against Indonesian occupation, and on the other hand the 
formal education and the language proficiency that are intertwined with it. Hence, the 
members of the Portuguese generation learned Portuguese while going to Portuguese 
schools and resisted mostly in the armed and diplomatic fronts. The Indonesian 
generation learned Indonesian while going to Indonesian-run public schools and resisted 
mostly in the clandestine front. Finally, the independence generation learns Tetun (and 
Portuguese) according to the new post-independence curriculum, and are seen as not 
having participated in the resistance at all. 

It is evident that these are general ascriptions that do not apply to each individual 
who professes belonging to a generation. Rather, they are imagined categories, 
personified by a few individuals who come to shape the terms of generational belonging. 
Edmunds and Turner (2005, 563) therefore state that it is analytically effective to focus 
on the “agenda-setting fragments of a generation”. In this dissertation I therefore 
analyse how discourses and narratives reproduce the agenda-setting of a few key 
actors, and thereby create an imagination of coherent generational categories. It is 
through this reproduction that generations manage to accommodate individuals whose 
biography is very different from the biographies of their agenda-setting leaders. What is 
notable is that, just as generations can include individuals through discursive exercises, 
they can also exclude others. It is when piecing together the emic resistance-based 
and language-based definition of generations with a more discourse-focussed approach 
to how generations are constituted and reproduced in Timor-Leste, that we become 
aware of a generation that actually falls between the cracks of generational belonging. 
It is this generation that I have come to refer to as the in-between generation (see also 
ten Brinke 2013).
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1.2 A generation between the cracks

The transition to East Timorese independence did, of course, not happen from one 
moment to the next. There was a transitional phase in which the most basic pillars of 
the state were built under UN auspices between 1999 and 2002. However, transition 
also continued throughout the first decade of independence, characterised by the 
consolidation of state institutions, decentralisation, and the development of a new school 
curriculum. Consequently, there is a group of people, who are roughly between eighteen 
and thirty years old, and who experienced the Indonesian occupation throughout the 
1990s as children, the period of tumultuous transition as teenagers, and the more recent 
years of settled independence6 as young adults. Their adolescence, which according to 
Corsten (1999) is the crucial moment for the formation of a generation, thus took place 
during a time that can neither be considered “Indonesian” nor “independent”. Ana, 
for example, remembers primary school under Indonesian occupation. Pedro told me 
how he hated the Portuguese classes that were introduced when he was in high school 
because Portuguese was so difficult. Finally, João told me how he had completed his 
tertiary education in Indonesian because teachers at his faculty were not proficient in 
Portuguese. Hence, young adults of today where socialised with Indonesian language, 
but also with the re-introduction of Portuguese and the increasing centrality of Tetun 
as a unifying (yet grammatically still underdeveloped) national language. As I will 
discuss more extensively in chapter 3, young adults often referred to their insufficient 
proficiency in the different languages used in Timor-Leste (Tetun and Portuguese as 
official languages; Indonesian and English as working languages) to explain their position 
as what Leonor described as a “lost generation”. 

However, the position of young adults as an in-between generation is not defined in 
linguistic terms alone. As I have stressed above, generational belonging in Timor-Leste is 
also strongly associated with the role people played in the resistance against Indonesian 
occupation. Young adults are often discursively portrayed by older generations as having 
had nothing to do with that resistance. Nevertheless, some of my interlocutors born in 
the 1980s told me how they had run errands for the clandestine front because children 
were less suspected of such activities. They also told me of traumatic events surrounding 
the referendum that deeply shaped their biographies. Also, the intergenerational 
transmission of trauma and the identification of young adults with the deeds of their 
parents and grandparents should not be underestimated here, as we will see in chapter 
6. Hence, young adults do identify with the Indonesian generation to a certain extent 
through shared memories, however, they are not considered to belong to it. They do, 
however, also not entirely identify themselves with the generation of their younger 

6 I consider settled independence, despite fierce political debates that have flared up since, to have begun around 2010. 
This was the moment, according to my interlocutors, when things started going back to “normal” after the 2006 crisis. 
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siblings who do not have memories of the end of the Indonesian occupation and the 
transition to independence. 

The question of why there is not an emic division into four generations with a 
distinction between an independence generation and a post-independence generation 
is important and legitimate. The truth is, that this distinction is never really made. Young 
adults are conflated with the post-independence generation (mostly under the definition 
of “new” generation) by the Portuguese and the Indonesian generations, however they 
do not always feel comfortable with that conflation. Young adults described themselves 
at times as part of the “new” generation, at times as a late Indonesian generation, 
at times, like Leonor did, as a “lost generation”. It should be noted that in-between 
generation is not an emic category, as it results from my own analysis. Although it 
was received with interest and my interlocutors recognized themselves in it, as I will 
illustrate in chapter 3, it was not a characterisation they used for themselves prior to 
my questioning them about it. 

I use it here, nonetheless, because I think it is central to the analysis of the position 
of young adults in East Timorese society and for how they construct their citizenship. 
The fact that there is no generational definition for this generation is synecdochal for 
the other ways in which this group of young adults must navigate falling between 
categories and being exposed to contradictory expectations, as I will analyse throughout 
this dissertation. It is while navigating this disjuncture of generational belonging, I will 
argue, that young adults constitute themselves, not only as an in-between generation, 
but also as citizens. We can develop crucial insights, not only about intergenerational 
power dynamics, but also about post-conflict and postcolonial state-building and 
democratisation, and even about citizenship as such, by analysing how the in-between 
generation falls between the cracks and how young adults navigate and negotiate their 
position.

1.3 Learning from the in-between generation

I have hinted in the section above at the fact that the lines that separate generations are 
rather abstract and that alliance to, and identification with, a specific generation might 
vary from person to person and from situation to situation. The characterisation of young 
adults as an in-between generation should therefore be taken as being just that: a loose 
amalgamation of characteristics that can be found in a specific group of people, but 
which becomes more and more faint and hazy as we move towards its fringes. Despite 
its definitional haziness, however, the imagination of this age group as a generation is 
very real and has very real consequences for people’s daily lives. In order to limit the 
haziness as much as I can, I define the in-between generation as young men and women 
who were between eighteen and thirty years old during my research visits between 2012 
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and 20187. They experienced the transition from occupation to independence as school-
going teenagers. They have memories of the Indonesian occupation. They have actively 
experienced a transition in their school curricula and the languages they need(ed) in 
their daily lives. Although they might characterise themselves under the broad umbrella 
concept of the “new” generation, they do neither feel they fully belong to the Indonesian 
generation or to the post-independence generation of their younger siblings. In chapter 
3 I will explore the fault lines that exist within the in-between generation and which I 
identify as being their level of education, their rural or urban living environment, and 
their gender. 

A special mention regarding the gender fault line is appropriate here. Timor-Leste 
being a nation-state with strongly anchored patriarchal, gerontocratic, and Catholic 
institutions, the position of young women in the in-between generation is indisputably 
a different one than the position of their male counterparts. This speaks to a broader 
gender inequality in East Timorese society (Cristalis and Scott 2005; Niner 2011). 
Although I believe the gender lens constitutes an interesting and relevant research gap, I 
have decided to take generational fault lines as my focal point for analysis. I prioritise the 
important experiences of inclusion and exclusion that unite young adults, believing these 
to constitute a layer that requires unpacking before turning to the gender fault line. This 
notwithstanding, I try throughout the dissertation to remind the reader, at every step, 
of the gender dynamics and misbalance that I encountered in daily interactions and that 
therefore cannot be taken out of the equation or its analysis. Instead of bringing the 
gender lens into sharp focus, I aim to integrate it into my analysis, just as it is integrated 
in people’s daily lives. 

The in-between generation received me with openness and interest, and perhaps 
a hint of astonishment. They were not used to the undivided attention and interest of a 
foreign academic researcher. Hence, I was lucky to meet and talk to many members of 
the in-between generation, mostly at the national university (UNTL) but also outside of 
it; mostly in Dili but also in rural areas both in the east and in the west of the country. 
However, there were a few research interlocutors who accompanied me over the years, 
and who grew from students into working adults, as I did too. My repeated fieldwork 
visits allowed us to regularly update each other and observe each other’s journeys. It 
also allowed these interlocutors to teach and show me progressively more complex 
facets of their lives and their nation-state. That continuity and their commitment to me 
and my research made them into the protagonists of this dissertation. As their voices 
spin the substance of my argument, I will introduce them here briefly. 

7 To define the in-between generation as those who were between eighteen and thirty between 2012 and 2018 is a 
definition almost as hazy as the definition of the generation itself. Naturally, some of the interlocutors who were under 
thirty in 2012 were over thirty in 2018. The same applies for those who turned eighteen during the years of my PhD. There 
were some interlocutors at the age extremities of eighteen and thirty. However, most of my research interlocutors were 
born in the second half of the 1980s or during the first years of the 1990s. 
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Ana was a mentor and short of an older sister to most other UNTL students 
around her. When I met her in 2012, she was in her mid-twenties and about to finish 
her bachelor’s degree. Next to it she was working in an NGO and was a fervent Fretilin 
supporter. When dressed up for formal events, she always had an air of discomfort 
around her. It was clear she preferred the pragmatic attire of jeans, sunglasses, a t-shirt 
and her hair unceremoniously pulled back into a bun. She was often a woman among 
men because she did not fear speaking up. Just like young men, she drove a motorbike 
which gave her the independence of attending meetings and events after dark when 
public transport stopped working. Her generous smile came easily, her mind worked 
fast, and her proficiency in English had made her accustomed to be the one pushed 
forward to deal with foreigners. As she climbed the ladder into higher echelons of the 
Fretilin over the years of our acquaintance, she taught me much about the workings 
of the party and about what it means to be young and a woman in a party of old male 
heroes. 

João was, next to Ana, the interlocutor who taught me most about politics in 
Timor-Leste. The mutual friend who introduced us in 2012 said: “This is João, the future 
Secretary-General of the Fretilin”. João laughed shyly and told me that was nonsense. 
Nevertheless, in the ensuing years he, like Ana, climbed a number of stairs within the 
Fretilin usually not passable to young people. It was perhaps his intense modesty in 
combination with a bottomless work ethic that opened those stairs for him. João refused 
to use the car provided by his office for commuting to work because it was paid for by 
tax-payers’ money. He relied on the public transport minivans instead. To see him emerge 
from those tiny overcrowded vans that shook to the beat of the newest reggaeton8 – an 
ironed light blue shirt, beige ironed pants, a belt that fitted to his shoes, and meticulously 
shaved sideburns – was an intriguing sight. Where during Fretilin campaign events he 
could be fiery, in private João’s speech was soft and well-articulated. He was reflective 
and very interested in what I could tell him about the EU and Dutch democracy. Our 
meetings were often interspersed by calls on one of the two phones he always carried 
with him – his work phone and his private phone. He did not want to use the credit on 
his work phone for private issues, but he also wanted to be constantly available for his 
work. Hence, he carried two phones. 

Aurora was, in many ways, Ana’s counterpart. Six years younger than Ana, she 
was shy and insecure. Both her laugh and her tears came easily. It always amazed me 
how Aurora managed to find the nicest flowery shirts from between the chaotic piles 
of second-hand clothes that were shipped from Europe and sold at makeshift market 
stalls on certain streets across Dili. Hence, Aurora always looked trendy and at times 
unconventional in terms of East Timorese fashion. Her disregard for local fashion 
stemmed, I guess, from travels abroad, where she had been to various youth conventions 

8 Reggaeton is a music genre that fuses Latin American and Caribbean music with US American hip hop. 
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and seen other fashions. Contrary to many of her friends from university, who were often 
busy with their long hair, either braiding it or twisting it around to form high cylindrical 
buns on the tops of their heads, Aurora kept her hair at shoulder-length and told me she 
was not as good at “hair stuff” as her friends were. Aurora spoke slowly and thoughtfully. 
When I asked her a question she did not know the answer to, she would come back the 
next day with copies and notes from the research she had conducted into the topic. 

And finally, contrary to Ana, João, and Aurora, Pedro did not seem propelled by an 
invisible hand that motivated him to excel and dream of contributing significantly to the 
development of the nation-state. Consequently, and contrary to the others, he always 
had time for me. He was patient, eager, and committed to explaining anything I felt I 
needed to know. After my 2015 fieldwork he was forever partially employed and always 
spoke of finishing his bachelor’s degree at university without ever taking concrete action 
to do so. When I came to visit him, he would come casually strolling out of his house, 
baggy trousers, a cigarette behind his ear, a cap on his head, a smartphone in his hand, 
and worn-out flip-flops on his feet. But his eyes were alive, his mind was sharp and so 
was his tongue. He was excessively witty, and his friends revelled in his funny stories, told 
at a fast pace and in a husky, sometimes almost croaky voice. Pedro liked to show off his 
Portuguese proficiency and when making fun of people or situations, often lapsed into 
it. When discussing or explaining, his fingers often unconsciously played with the hairs of 
his goatee. His skill to put anyone at ease and engage socially with anyone whom he met 
was often aided by a smile that revealed two rows of straight small white teeth.

It must be noted that these four primary interlocutors were all highly educated 
and urban young adults, most of whom had travelled abroad. In being so they cannot 
be taken to be representative of the in-between generation as such. However, they 
were the gatekeepers who could help me understand and analyse the position of their 
generation in its wider context. As I have reflected above, it is always only a small group 
of people that sets the agenda of their own generation (Edmunds and Turner 2005, 563). 
In that sense, these four primary interlocutors cannot be considered representative of 
their generation. Rather, they are part of a small group of agenda-setting (intellectual) 
pioneers whose perspectives have shaped and directed my analysis. 

Let me return however, to why I consider the generational and age-based approach 
to be the most fruitful in my analysis. In the first decade after independence, East 
Timorese demographics saw an explosive growth. So much so that today the median 
age of the population is seventeen years, and that almost forty percent (39%) of the 
population is under fifteen years (UNDP 2018). With that, almost seventy percent (67%) 
of the population of Timor-Leste was under thirty years old in 2015 (Timor-Leste Census 
2015). This youth bulk has not remained unnoticed, neither in people’s daily lives nor 
among policy makers. The UNDP’s National Human Development Report published 
in 2018 was therefore entirely focussed on these demographic developments and on 
the risks and opportunities posed by a potential demographic dividend. Investment in 
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education and the creation of employment now is, according to the report, crucial for the 
future development of the nation-state. A failure to do so carries the danger of creating 
a significant age-set of the population who, having missed educational and economic 
opportunities, and hampered by rampant unemployment, might constitute a real 
danger for the country’s stability and future development (UNDP 2018). Therefore, it is 
crucial to pay attention to Timor-Leste’s new generations, as this in-between generation 
constitutes the first rank of the youth bulk marching through the demographic pyramid 
of Timor-Leste. I asked most of my interlocutors what, in their eyes, was the biggest 
challenge their generation faced at present. The answer was invariably unemployment 
and the disenfranchisement connected to it. 

Walking through the streets of Dili during my first fieldwork visit in 2012, one of 
the things that caught my attention were the high numbers of (especially) young men 
who are a constant presence on the streets, parks and squares, or on the porches of 
their houses. Due to overfull schools, students have class only half of the day and spend 
the other half on the street. After graduating, finding a job is a real challenge9 and hence 
unemployed young men hang out on the street while their female counterparts are often 
engaged in household care work. Not finding any satisfying work opportunity in Timor-
Leste, vast numbers of young men and women are migrating to the United Kingdom, 
Portugal, South Korea and Australia where they work in factories and agriculture (see 
McWilliam 2015, 228-9). Many of my interlocutors told me about how the young men 
in their neighbourhood are unemployed, uneducated and frustrated. They hang around 
on the streets with their friends, drink the cheap yet strong palm wine, get aggressively 
drunk and fight each other. It was these disenfranchised young men who were mostly 
blamed for the violence that ensued during the 2006 crisis (see Silva 2010; World Bank 
2007). Yet, apart from criminalising the martial arts gangs they were affiliated with, 
the state did relatively little to combat the roots of their disenfranchisement. The 
percentage of the National Budget allocated to education has steadily decreased since 
independence10, while the number of youth in need of education exploded. Studying 
the in-between generation might thus give us a timely insight into the daily realities, 
frustrations, fears and opportunities of this post-conflict youth bulge and might give us 
indicators of what is needed to prevent the worrying scenarios projected as a possibility 
by the UNDP (2018). 

Considering the centrality of the in-between generation for the imminent future 
of Timor-Leste, it is remarkable that the blind spot towards it seems to exist, not only 

9 Curtain (2012) provides the following statistics for unemployment in 2010: For the general youth population between 20 
and 24 years old, the unemployment rate was 22 percent. The urban unemployment rate however was much higher: 40 
percent for 20-24-year-olds. It should be considered that those who have given up and are not actively looking for work 
are not included in this statistic, suggesting figures might be higher. The UNDP (2018) Human Development Report argues 
that these figures were virtually unchanged in the census of 2015. 

10 The Human Development Report (UNDP 2018, 111-112) establishes that the percentage of the national budget spent on 
education declined from 15.3 percent in 2005 to 8.6 percent in 2016.
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at the level of national policy-making, but also – perhaps even more so – within the 
rich body of academic literature produced about Timor-Leste in the last decade. The 
volume edited by Bovensiepen (2018) about the relation between mineral resources 
and future perspectives might be taken here as a telling example. The volume, titled 
“The promise of prosperity” bears the sub-title “Visions of the future in Timor-Leste”. 
Remarkably however, none of the contributions speaks of the visions held by those who 
will actually live that future. We read nothing about the young men and women who 
place all their hopes and dreams on the oil pipeline, who indebt themselves studying 
mineral resource engineering at private universities, and who vote for the politicians 
who promise a bright Singapore-look-alike future paid for by oil. Nor do we read about 
those who live in trepidation of the day the oil fields inevitably will run dry, when it will 
become clear that their government has done too little to secure a sustainable future for 
them and for their children. Those young adults are no more than side notes and extras 
in the scenery painted by the authors of this publication which spends a considerable 
part of its volume analysing how the future was seen in the past (for example Grainger 
2018; Kammen 2018). Though a very recent and telling example, this publication is by 
no means unique in its neglect of the in-between generation. I will show throughout 
this dissertation that the focus on the past is all-encompassing and pervasively shapes 
the daily realities in Timor-Leste. It is remarkable that the same seems to hold for the 
academic knowledge produced about Timor-Leste in the social sciences11. 

Within Timor-Leste studies there is a comprehensive body of literature about the 
“new” generation (Arthur 2019; Bexley 2009, 2017; Bexley and Tchailoro 2013; Carey 
2003; Crockford 2007; Wigglesworth 2016). However, it is imperative to consider that 
the research of these authors took place in the immediate aftermath of independence 
and hence a decade before my own research. A new generation – that calls itself “new 
generation” – has since constituted itself. The concept of a “new” generation is thus 
indexical today, of a different group of people than is referred to in the publications 
listed above (their “new” generation now being referred to by my research participants 
as the “Indonesian” generation). Hence, though the body of literature referred to 
above does speak of the “new” generation and often also of “youth”, the “youth” 
it refers to are, by now, at least in their late thirties, if not their (early) forties. I will 
address the terminological confusion caused by the use, over various decades, of the 
term “new” generation in chapter 3. It is because of this terminological confusion that 
I do not use the label of “new” generation unless reproducing emic uses of the term 
in quoted text12. 

11 The few exceptions that do consider the in-between generation, focus on young men as (potentially) violent actors 
(Myrttinen 2010; Scambary, Gama, and Barreto 2006), domestic violence (Myrttinen 2005), or language proficiency in 
tertiary education (Leach 2012).  The only publication (apart from my own), to my knowledge, that engages with the 
political voices of young adults is non-academic (see Cummins 2016). 

12 I use the categories Portuguese generation, Indonesian generation, in-between generation, and post-independence 
generation. 
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Hence, based on the context and dynamics sketched above, I explore how young 
adults of the in-between generation construct citizenship and how this is shaped by 
their navigation of generational power dynamics at different governance levels in post-
conflict Timor-Leste. My analysis shows that young adults’ position as an in-between 
generation exposes them to contradictory demands and expectations at different 
governance levels. I argue that citizenship is constructed through the careful navigation 
of those demands and expectations. The governance levels through which young adults 
move and especially the power dynamics within them are, however, not static. Thus, the 
field of demands and contradictory expectations toward young adults is also in constant 
movement. It is therefore that I rely on Vigh’s (2006) concept of social navigation. Vigh 
(2006, 14) defines social navigation as “the tactical movement of agents within a moving 
element. It is motion within motion”13. I will argue that young adults in Timor-Leste try 
to establish their position as citizens in a society that is highly dynamic and in which 
many aspects of power and political legitimacy are (still) being negotiated and settled. 
I therefore find the concept of social navigation useful, as it allows us to take in the 
full scope of social transformation in the post-conflict, decentralising, and nation-state-
building present of Timor-Leste, while analysing young adults’ explorations of what it 
means to be a citizen. Scrutinizing how young adults navigate contradictory expectations, 
gaps, and inconsistencies allows us to consider them as agents while also acknowledging 
that they “move in relation to the push and pulls, influence and imperatives, of social 
forces” (Vigh 2009, 432). It thereby shifts our focus to the “intersection between agency 
and structure” (Vigh 2010, 157).

The examination of this research framework is tripartite and this dissertation, 
therefore, is also constituted by three parts. I start with an in-depth exploration of 
the context in which the East Timorese nation-state was created and how this shaped 
different generations, including the in-between generation which I scrutinise more 
extensively. I have pointed out that the context in which the in-between generation has 
come of age is complex and multifaceted. For the purpose of research and for the sake 
of clarity, however, I have broken that complexity down into two levels of governance: 
the local village, known as suku, and the national level of democratic political parties. 
Although there are more levels and bodies of governance, these two levels were the 
most relevant arenas of participation for my research interlocutors. Thus, in the second 
part of this dissertation I explore the realm of the suku and the customary forms of 
governance associated with it. By illuminating the centrality of lisan (custom) in the suku 
I examine what language of citizenship is created at the level of the suku and how young 

13 It should be noted that Vigh’s (2006, 2009) analysis of social navigation is very much related to uncertainty in dangerous 
and violent episodes of Guinea-Bissau’s recent history. This is not the case for my own research interlocutors. Nevertheless, 
Vigh (2006, 13) himself states that although social navigation “becomes increasingly noticeable in turbulent social and 
political circumstances, it does not stem from them” and that “the intensity of our navigation efforts depends on the 
speed and volatility of social change” (Vigh 2006, 13). 
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adults navigate the local governance body of the suku council, based on that language 
of citizenship. In contrast, in the third part of this dissertation I analyse what language 
of citizenship is created and communicated at the level of national democratic political 
parties. Showing how these political parties are deeply imbricated with the history 
of resistance, I explore how young adults navigate the political realm with a sense of 
unreciprocable debt towards their predecessors. This feeling of debt then creates specific 
views towards citizenship and participation. In order to contextualise this research 
theoretically, I will now briefly dwell on the concepts of customary law and citizenship. 

1.4 Theorising custom

I use the word and the concept of custom in this dissertation with an awareness of 
the deeply colonial implications not only of the concept itself, but also of its colloquial 
use nowadays (Comaroff and Comaroff 2018). The same counts for my use of its Tetun 
translation: lisan. With the concept of a “bifurcated state”, Mamdami (1996) shows 
how the idea of a customary law and customary authorities allowed colonisers in Africa 
(and naturally beyond), to create a two-tiered system in which a colonial administration 
existed parallel to a “customary” one. Consequently, indigenous forms of governance 
were not considered as worthy as colonial forms of governance and were thus relegated 
to the realm of “tradition” and “custom” that was solely applicable to the “native” 
population. Hence, colonized populations were divided into citizens (governed by colonial 
administration) and subjects (governed by customary administration) (Mamdami 1996). 
It is therefore important, also in postcolonial contexts, to be aware of the legacy of (de)
valuation one might perpetuate by presenting customary law as a “local”, “traditional” 
and “less enlightened” form of governance (see also Comaroff and Comaroff 2018, vii-
viii). 

Although I wish not to reproduce colonial tendencies of devaluing non-European 
ways of being and living, I also identify highly exclusionary tendencies of the gerontocratic 
customary institutions that I will be describing in chapters 4 and 5, especially in terms 
of age and gender. In chapters 6 and 7, however, I will show that the dynamics within 
democratic state governance or national political parties are no less exclusionary in these 
realms. Hence, I here wish neither to romanticise customary law as a form of native and 
perfect democracy, nor do I want to present it as an autocratic and “less worthy” system 
of governance. I agree with Boege, Brown, and Clements (2009) that customary forms of 
governance should not only be presented as kinship-based societal formations that are 
characterised by corruption and nepotism. Rather, we can also consider their value as 
hybrid political orders that break open the normative focus on the western democratic 
nation-state as a standard. Nevertheless, I am very aware of the constraining elements 
of customary forms of governance (especially in terms of age and gender as my research 
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shows) and agree with Obarrio (2018) that customary institutions should not uncritically 
be taken as the panacea for decentralised and plural democracies. Special attention 
should here be paid to how the revival of custom in democratic states might strengthen 
specific local (and in Timor-Leste generationally defined) elites (Henley and Davidson 
2007).

Most of my interlocutors see lisan (custom) as a barely altered set of rules and 
regulations handed down by their ancestors since the beginning of time and enforced 
by those same ancestors. Where for them lisan is a fact, with daily and real biographical 
consequences, for me it is a constructed form of governance and a web of power 
relations. I therefore use the concept of lisan not as a reified “traditional” and “original” 
form of being and governing (as my interlocutors did), but as a deeply hybrid form of 
governance which, despite continuities, was deeply impacted by (post)colonial co-
optation and transformation. Lisan is thus not free from the machinations of power and it 
has been developed and attuned to suit those who wield most power in it. This becomes 
startlingly clear when we follow Trindade (2012) in his exploration of how lisan became 
patriarchal through contact with Portuguese and Catholic colonial ways of seeing and 
interacting with the world (see also Hägerdal and Kammen 2016; Niner 2011)14. Thus, I 
consider lisan as a highly contemporary construction that is shaped by, as much as it itself 
shapes, the modern democratic nation-state. In seeing it as such, I view lisan as a result 
of the “highly political and selective use of traditional cultures” (Santos 2006: 49) which 
is created and upheld by powerful actors interested in the maintenance of a certain 
status quo. I argue that in Timor-Leste this status quo is gerontocratic and therefore the 
actors interested in upholding it are elderly men, both locally and nationally. 

Lisan has seen an intense reinvigoration in Timor-Leste since independence (Barnes 
2011; Hicks 2007; McWilliam and Traube 2011; Silva 2014). This is characterized by the 
reconstruction of ancestral houses (uma lulik), many of which were destroyed or fell in 
disrepair during the Indonesian occupation. Furthermore, at the suku level, customary 
institutions and authorities have been integrated into local governance structures as 
the state makes efforts to decentralise. I consider various elements and institutions of 
custom in Timor-Leste that are relevant to young adults and their citizenship. Firstly, I 
consider three institutions of customary law: the uma lulik (ancestral house) (McWilliam 
2005), fetosan/umane (inter-family kinship) relationships (Ospina and Hohe 2002), and 
tara bandu (local rules and their enforcement) (Silva 2014). These three institutions are 
organised by local customary authorities, and their regulations are considered to be 
enforced by the spirits of the ancestors. I argue that these institutions are crucial in defining 
the position of individuals in society. Secondly, I analyse how these customary institutions 
and authorities have been integrated into the decentralised local governance at the level 

14 See also Roque (2010; 2012) on the interaction between the Portuguese colonial administration in Timor-Leste and 
customary leaders. 
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of the suku, and I explore the interaction of the gerontocratic and democratic elements of 
the hybrid local councils that have resulted from this integration (Brown 2012b; Cummins 
2011; 2013; Cummins and Leach 2012; Magno and Coa 2012). And thirdly, I complement 
the concept of gerontocracy by exploring the notion of precedence which is ingrained 
in custom throughout the eastern Indonesian archipelago (Vischer 2009a). I explore 
how this notion of precedence relates to the myth of origin (Barnes 2011). I then take 
the notion of precedence out of the purely customary realm and apply it to national 
democratic party politics. Thereby I develop a new understanding of the intermingling 
between customary views on “origin” and the romanticised history of the political birth 
of the nation in Timor-Leste. I conclude that the in-between generation must navigate 
two types of gerontocracy when participating at the local and national levels of politics: 
a customary gerontocracy and a historical gerontocracy. It is the navigation of these two 
types of gerontocracy, I argue, that shapes young adults’ citizenship. 

1.5 The postcolonial palimpsest

As I have shown, the in-between generation seems to fall through the cracks, both in 
terms of policymaking and in terms of academic research. The leaders of today (who 
are the heroes of the past) are mostly focussed on mega infrastructure projects (hoping, 
it seems, that infrastructure will solve all the other problems) and bickering about 
who did most to liberate the country. In doing so they seem to forget or ignore that 
the in-between generation needs to learn in order to one day take over leadership of 
the nation-state. Timor-Leste researchers, on the other hand, seem entirely focussed 
on the actions and strategies of the heroes of the past, ignoring what the in-between 
generation can teach us about political transformation, democratisation, state-building, 
intergenerational power dynamics, reconciliation and citizenship. 

I argue that it is exactly their position of in-betweenness and their point of view 
from between the cracks that can give us important insights into the dynamic context 
in which they grow into adults. This dynamic context is characterized by a postcolonial 
and post-conflict process of state-building and nation-building in which different (inter)
national actors have played a myriad of roles and exerted influence. The hybridity 
resulting from these historical facts is crucial to the position of the in-between 
generation and my analysis of it. As will emerge throughout this dissertation, the hybrid 
amalgamation of governance institutions creates part of the cracks through which the 
in-between generation falls. 

In order to analyse their falling between the cracks, I follow Santos (2006, 47) in 
considering the (postcolonial) state as a palimpsest. A palimpsest is a piece of parchment 
on which original writings have been partially erased and overwritten by a new text. 
Santos (2006, 47) uses the metaphor of the palimpsest “to characterize the intricate 
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ways in which very different political and legal cultures and very different historical 
durations are inextricably intertwined”. This metaphor is, in my view, enlightening 
because rather than presupposing a teleological development of a state, it allows us 
to analyse the simultaneous existence, in the present, of different “texts” stemming 
from different times, and “written” by different authors. Although some parts of the 
text become overwritten and therefore unintelligible, others co-exist, often in different 
colours and in different alphabets, but on the same piece of parchment. 

I argue that if, like Santos (2006), we analyse the state as a palimpsest, the languages 
that overlap on it are what Hansen and Stepputat (2001) have theorised as “languages of 
stateness”. Hansen and Stepputat (2001, 4) define languages of stateness as a “bundle of 
widespread and globalized registers of governance and authority”. The authors consider 
that it is through these languages of stateness that we can ethnographically study the 
state. They propose to approach each state as a “historically specific configuration of a 
range of languages of stateness (…) that have been disseminated, translated, interpreted, 
and combined in differing ways and sequences across the globe” (Hansen and Stepputat 
2001, 7)15. Hence, I consider the East Timorese state as a palimpsest on which pre-
colonial “languages” intermingle with remnants of colonial constructs, but also with 
modern bureaucracies, international discourses of (good) governance and citizenship, 
and new vernacularisations of democracy. 

However, in my view the palimpsest metaphor is not only useful to analyse the 
(postcolonial) state and its myriad of overlapping, intermingling, and co-existing 
languages of stateness. I assert that citizenship itself can be studied through the 
palimpsest metaphor. Hence, I argue that each individual carries within herself16 a 
bundle of understandings of what citizenship entails. I propose to analyse this bundle as 
a palimpsest on which the different understandings stemming from different historical 
times or political views and shaped by different actors converge. Therefore, I explore 
how the in-between generation’s understanding of citizenship is a product of different 
conceptualisations of citizenship that they internalize, merge, silence or reproduce. These 
conceptualisations of citizenship can be related to custom, gerontocracy, international 
human rights discourses, liberal democracy, historical narratives, ancestors, deference, 
participation and precedence. These different conceptualisations can be read as different 
languages of citizenship. 

Just as languages of stateness are a bundle of registers of governance and authority 
(Hansen and Stepputat 2001, 4), I consider languages of citizenship to be a bundle of 

15 Similarly to a palimpsest, Hansen and Stepputat (2001: 30) also use an archaeological metaphor to understand 
the postcolonial state. They refer to the “morphology of governance”, which is composed of the “historical layers of 
institutions that left traces and documents as they were reformed and rebuilt”. The authors consider these morphologies 
to be important texts through which to analyse dynamics of power relations. Nevertheless, I consider the palimpsest 
metaphor more illuminating as it allows for the simultaneous existence of different “texts” stemming from different 
times, where the morphology metaphor presupposes that one layer covers the next.

16 I use female and the male singular third-person pronouns intermittently. I choose this approach over the plural (and 
ungendered) third-person pronoun to remind readers of our unconscious gender bias. 
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different registers of, and ideas about, what it means to be a citizen. In that sense, each 
citizen carries within herself a historically specific configuration of different languages of 
citizenship that she has been taught, and that she has repeated, interpreted, translated 
and combined. Bearing in mind the idea of historical generations (Manheim 1952) that 
underlies this dissertation, I contend that this specific configuration of languages of 
citizenship is also deeply shaped by the generational belonging of the individual. It is the 
context in which the citizen has grown up, the curricula through which he learned, the 
historical moments he experienced, and the lens through which he has learned to see 
the world that profoundly shape the configurations of languages of citizenship on the 
citizenship palimpsest. These languages of citizenship can be intensely local, such as specific 
understandings of fetosan/umane relationships, or broadly global such as ideas about 
human rights. What makes them into languages of citizenship is that they are used by the 
individual and by the community around the individual, to provide orientation, guidance, 
or even coercion in defining what it means to be a citizen. As I will show throughout this 
dissertation, the different languages of citizenship that can be found on the citizenship 
palimpsest are not necessarily harmonious and they can contradict each other. 

The contradiction and overlapping of languages of citizenship creates gaps and 
friction. It is exactly in exploring contradictions and gaps that, according to Olivier de 
Sardan (2016), lies the value of the anthropological method. Revisiting the Weberian 
“ideal type”, he contends that valuable material surfaces when analysing the discrepancies 
between the ideal type and the quotidian realities in people’s lives. He furthermore 
underscores that anthropologists do not need to construct ideal types themselves as 
most experts already do so (Olivier de Sardan 2016, 21). Hence, heeding Olivier de 
Sardan’s call, I explore citizenship by focusing on the discrepancies and contradictions 
within it. I explore the contradictions that can be found on the citizenship palimpsest and 
thus within (discourses about) young East Timorese citizenship. I let these contradictions 
steer my analysis by scrutinizing exactly the aspects of young East Timorese citizenship 
that are riddled with contradictions and contradictory expectations. Lazar (2013, 16) 
proposes to use citizenship as an optic onto agency, work, or even the self. I here decide 
to take citizenship, and especially its contradictions, as an optic onto the complex reality 
of post-conflict and postcolonial state- and nation-building and the generational power 
disputes that take place within it. 

1.6 The anthropology of citizenship

Although citizenship in its original understanding was intimately connected to the city 
in the Greek and Roman societies, since the French revolution it came to be mostly 
associated with the state (Yuval-Davis 1999, 120-1). In this modern understanding, 
citizenship was viewed as the (vertical) relationship between the individual citizen and 
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the (nation-)state, a relation defined by mutual rights and duties (Clarke et al. 2014, 
10). The basis for the currently pervasive understanding of citizenship was profoundly 
shaped by British sociologist T.H. Marshall who defined citizenship as “a status bestowed 
on those who are full members of a community. All who possess the status are equal 
with respect to the rights and duties with which the status is endowed” (Marshall 1950, 
28-9). Although Marshall does not specifically define the community as the nation-state, 
his analysis is based on the English nation-state and his definition is often taken to refer 
to the nation-state (Cohen 1999, 252). 

When referring to the nation-state in this dissertation, I rely on the definition of 
Benedict Anderson (2006, 6) who establishes that a nation-state is an “imagined political 
community – and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign”. In conventional 
approaches, citizenship is the purely legal membership of the nation-state that is 
characterised by (civil, political, social and cultural) rights and by duties. Anderson’s 
definition allows us to take this somewhat broader. Hence, when we consider the nation-
state as an imagined political community, this allows us to explore how citizenship is 
imagined and how inclusion and exclusion into it are based on imaginations of belonging, 
rights and difference. When considering the importance of the limited and sovereign 
aspects of the nation-state, on the other hand, we can explore more extensively the 
relationship between citizenship and borders, (military) power, and again the “right” to 
belong. Anthropological analysis of citizenship therefore often focusses on how citizens 
challenge the state (for example Blackburn 2009; Coutin 2003; Wittman 2009) or make 
the state accountable for their rights (for example Holston 2008; Sieder 2011). In doing 
so they focus on the relationship between the citizens and the institution of the state. 

With this dissertation, however, I join the efforts to “decentralise the state” in the 
analysis of citizenship (Clarke et al 2014, 59). This does not mean that I join the ranks of 
cosmopolitanism advocates who announced the end of the nation-state (Linklater 1998), 
nor that I want to ignore the centrality of the state in defining people’s citizenship and 
their access to their rights as citizens (Cohen 1999). It does also not mean that I contend 
that the state does not play a role in people’s (understanding of) citizenship. Rather, it 
means that I prefer to see citizenship as a membership in a polity (Isin and Wood 1999, 
4). This polity can, but does not necessarily have to be, the nation-state. I thus consider 
that citizenship can also happen at sub-state, supra-state or non-state levels.

With this I join the feminist approaches to citizenship which contend that citizenship 
is not only constituted by the vertical relationships between the state and its citizens, 
but also, crucially, by the horizontal relationships between citizens themselves (Kabeer 
2005). In this line, I agree with Yuval-Davies (1999, 131) that “people’s membership in 
a state, their rights and responsibilities, are mediated by their membership in other 
collectivities and polities, sub-, cross- and supra-state”. In aligning myself with these 
feminist theorisations of citizenship I also heed their warning against reifying the (non-
state) community when analysing citizenship. Clarke et al. (2014, 135) state that the 
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“local” is often presented as a depoliticised and pragmatic space filled with authentic 
relationships. Hence, in turning away from citizenship as a relation between solely the 
state and its citizens, and with the dawn of the distinction between individual and group 
rights, we run the danger of reifying sub-state communities. Hence, based on these 
theoretical insights, I consider that community-internal relations are characterized by 
strong (and potentially misbalanced) power relations (Lazar 2013, 9). Throughout this 
dissertation I will underscore that also in so-called horizontal citizenship relationships 
(Kabeer 2005) there are profound verticalities. In the case of Timor-Leste these are 
mostly characterized by generation and gender. Hence, while studying an individual’s 
membership and position in a polity, I take into consideration the profound entanglements 
of culture, politics, and power (Clarke et al 2014, 3) that underlie and fundamentally 
shape this membership. 

When decentralising the state in the study of citizenship and when considering 
the importance of horizontal relationships between citizens, however, I am relying on 
a paradigmatic change that diverted theorists’ gaze from citizenship as a status and 
directed it to practices instead. Lazar (2013, 12) contends that the most vital contribution 
of anthropology to the study of citizenship is that it focusses on what people do17, rather 
than on the legal particularities of what citizenship entails. She places this shift towards 
observing practices and moving away from a language of rights and legal definitions in 
the context of a broader shift within political anthropology, claiming that this shift would 
bring fundamental changes to the field of citizenship studies, both within anthropology 
and beyond (Lazar 2013, 2-5; see also Bird 2016; Das 2011; Holston 2008; Isin and 
Nielsen 2008; Isin and Saward 2013, Isin and Wood 1999). 

These new ways of thinking about citizenship form the foundation of my theoretical 
approach to the concept. By taking citizenship to be more than a status, citizenship 
becomes automatically dialogical (Isin 2008). As this dialogue often takes place between 
the powerful and the powerless (Sassen 2005), citizenship is often created through 
contestation and negotiation (Clarke et al 2014). This has allowed anthropologists to 
scrutinise exclusion as one of the most central features of citizenship (Lazar 2013, 8). 
Consequently, in studying citizenship we can now focus on the practices of (excluded or 
marginalized) subjects who define themselves as citizens, thereby challenging existing 
notions of what citizenship is (Sassen 2005). Additionally, we can also analyse the 
practices of citizens who struggle to uphold exclusionary understandings of citizenship 
that benefit only themselves (Holston and Appadurai 1996). In this dissertation I argue 
that the making of citizenship cannot be considered without scrutiny of the environment 
in which it is enacted and the social relations that shape it. Hence, I will show how 
exclusionary generational dynamics play a central role in what citizenship means in 
Timor-Leste and how it is through negotiating these dynamics on a daily basis that young 

17 Following Isin (2008, 22), I consider that this doing can also be an “operation of the mind such as desiring or willing”.
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adults from the in-between generation establish themselves as citizens. 
As Rafael underscored at the opening of this introduction, and as various others 

did throughout my fieldwork, young adults in Timor-Leste, even when in their twenties 
and thirties, are often considered “children” and treated accordingly. It is therefore 
important to consider the debates on youth citizenship. Most literature of youth 
citizenship focusses on teenagers (Gifford, Mycock, and Murakami 2014, 83-4; Hart 2009; 
Lister et al 2003; McDonald et al. 2014) or even children (Moosa-Mitha 2005). Although 
the age ranges of those involved in these studies varies greatly, much of the discussion 
on youth citizenship is based on young people who are not yet formally considered full 
citizens (hence, they are below the ages that define full adulthood and accordingly full 
citizenship rights). Nevertheless, all my research interlocutors were over the voting age 
of seventeen and therefore formally to be considered “full citizens” of the nation-state. 
Why would I then consider these debates to be relevant here? 

In order to understand this, it is relevant to consider here the difference between 
formal and substantive citizenship (see Holston 2008, 22). Where formal citizenship 
refers to the official membership in a political community, substantive citizenship 
is characterized by the extent to which citizens actually have access to the rights to 
which their formal status entitles them. I argue that young adults in Timor-Leste — 
although formally considered full citizens — are not substantially so. By analysing the 
historical and political context as well as the generational power dynamics that define 
and constrain young adults’ substantial citizenship, I show the vital importance of 
considering citizenship as something that is made by and between citizens. It is because 
young adults are substantially seen and treated as not-yet-citizens, that it is useful to 
turn to the debates on youth citizenship. The gist of these debates is that, when it comes 
to citizenship, young people are often analysed through a lens of incompleteness, and 
therefore described as not-yet-citizens, citizens-in-the-making, or as citizens in waiting 
(Gifford, Mycock, and Murakami 2014, 83-4; see also Hart 2009; Lister et al 2003; 
McDonald et al. 2014). Furthermore, young people are often considered as needing help 
and guidance in growing into “full” citizens. Kennely (2011) identifies that what young 
citizens are expected to be, is deeply normative. She therefore identifies a dualistic 
approach to young people’s citizenship in which they are identified by adults as either 
“good citizens” if they conform to the status quo, or “bad activists” if they deviate from 
it. In the same vein, Amasa and Thokozani (2011) posit that citizenship education (in 
South Africa) is directed at creating obedient and productive young citizens, much more 
than vocal and critical ones. 

Hart (2009, 642) posits that young people, as not-yet-citizens, are often excluded 
from their rights as citizens because they are not treated as equal members of society 
vis-à-vis adults. She therefore proposes cultural citizenship as the best approach to 
study young people’s citizenship (see also Lister 2007 on inclusive citizenship). Cultural 
citizenship was theorised throughout the 1990s and was based mostly on Young’s (1989) 
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conceptualisation of differentiated citizenship and on minority’s struggles for the right to 
be different yet equal (see for example Pakulski 1997; Rosaldo 1997; Stevenson 2003). 
Hence, it focussed primarily on cultural rights and issues of identity (Turner 2001, 28). 
According to Hart (2009, 645) a cultural citizenship approach allows us to focus on the 
“lived experience of citizenship and the practices of exclusion and discrimination that 
mediate citizens’ membership and political voice”. By taking the cultural approach to 
citizenship we can reveal “cultural and institutional practices” that exclude those citizens 
who do not fit the norm of ideal citizenship (Hart 2009, 645). I consider a cultural 
approach to citizenship useful when it focusses on the power dynamics present in 
the process of defining what citizenship is. I therefore consider Ong’s (1996) notion of 
cultural citizenship pertinent, as she stresses that the understanding of what a “good 
citizen” is, is instilled into the “new” citizen through what she describes as subject-
ification (Ong 1996, 737). Although Ong focusses on immigrants and relates citizenship 
very much to the relationship between the individual citizen and the nation-state, her 
understanding of cultural citizenship as a “dual process of self-making and being made 
within webs of power” (Ong 1996, 737) is nevertheless a very instructive one in my view. 
It is exactly this heed that I take from the cultural citizenship approach: to scrutinise the 
relations of power as well as the cultural and institutional practices that produce an idea 
of citizenship which automatically excludes those who are seen as not (yet) to fit the 
mould. Cultural citizenship reminds us to be aware of the power dynamics that establish 
who gets to define who is “normal” and who is “different” and who gets to write on the 
citizenship palimpsest. 

Nevertheless, I consider that the cultural citizenship approach should not be 
employed uncritically as it might invite the edification of the categories of “normal” and 
“different”. Although it advocates for the right of those who are considered “different” 
to be equal, it does not critically deconstruct the making of “normality” and “difference” 
in the first place. Hence, to me it makes sense to use a cultural citizenship approach 
when those constructed as “different” are invested themselves in reiterating their own 
difference (see for example Kymlicka and Bashir 2008). However, when applied to young 
adult citizens (see for example Bexley 2009) whose “difference” in terms of citizenship 
is primarily substantive and ascribed, I consider it crucial to focus, first and foremost, 
on the making of difference — especially of those who do not want to be different. I 
argue that young adults in Timor-Leste are not interested in constructing themselves as 
fundamentally different (yet equal) to other generations. So much so that they define 
themselves explicitly as a continuing generation, as we will see in chapter 7. I argue that 
they are invested in being seen and treated as equals. It is first and foremost the othering 
with which they are confronted on a daily basis that constitutes them as “different” from 
other generations. My handling of the idea of cultural citizenship is therefore a cautious 
one. It reminds me, above all, to critically analyse how cultural and institutional practices 
create “difference” (Hart 2009) and how ideas of normative behaviour and identity 
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are actively instilled into “newcomers” (Ong 1996, 739). I am therefore interested in 
investigating how that difference and that normative identity are then employed to 
excuse or enforce inequality. 

To conclude, the anthropological analyses of citizenship which I have presented in 
this chapter can be summarized into three approaches (Lazar 2016). The first approach 
studies the relations between citizens and the state. In doing so it analyses how the state 
makes citizens through various citizenship regimes and how citizens make claims to the 
state. The second approach considers non-state, supra-state, and sub-state institutions 
and how they shape citizenship. And finally, the third approach focusses in the first place 
on citizenship as membership and on the inclusion, exclusion and marginalisation that 
result from it. I argue that none of these approaches, in and by themselves, allow us to 
capture the complexity of citizenship. To study citizenship we need an approach that 
combines these different institutional levels and elements, and that allows us to study 
citizenship through its numerous contradictions. Only then can we move away from 
citizenship as an ideal type or model and start analysing how citizenship is constructed 
and done. In order to do so, I have borrowed from the political sciences and the 
anthropology of the state and developed an analysis of citizenship as a palimpsest which 
is composed of different languages of citizenship. This has given me an ethnographic tool 
with which to explore how citizenship takes shape and is made, and how it is inevitably 
connected to the dispute of power. 

When research interlocutors referred to citizenship, for which they used the 
Portuguese cidadania (in Tetun spelling sidadania), their emic understanding of 
citizenship was always centred around the idea of rights and duties. In this dissertation I 
thus consider citizenship to be the membership in a polity that is defined by a bundle of 
rights and duties of the individual within that polity. However, the configuration in which 
these rights and duties materialise is profoundly shaped by a dialogical process in which 
the position of the individual in that polity becomes of central importance. Hence, where 
formally all citizens might have the same rights and duties, their substantial access to 
them might be highly unequal. It is because of the centrality of positionality and 
because of the dialogical creation of that positionality, that I have found the metaphor 
of the palimpsest to be a helpful one in scrutinising citizenship. Analysing citizenship 
as a palimpsest allows us to unpack the different languages of citizenship that lead to 
a specific configuration of rights and duties. Furthermore, the palimpsests assist us in 
seeing that the position of an individual in a polity is deeply shaped by – but also itself 
shapes – the configuration of languages of citizenship on the citizenship palimpsest. In 
the case of East Timorese young citizenship, it is the generational approach that best 
and most relevantly illustrates this bidirectional dynamic of shaping and being shaped. 

In this dissertation I study citizenship from the perspective of an in-between 
generation that falls between the cracks. I study their citizenship by analysing it as a 
bundle of languages of citizenship which they learn and internalise in different (state- and 
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non-state) institutions and which converge, overlap and contradict on their citizenship 
palimpsest. Doing so allows me to acknowledge that citizenship is differentiated while 
also allowing me to take into consideration the profound power imbalances that shape 
that differentiation. It allows me to focus not only on the relationship between citizens 
and their state but also between citizens amongst each other. It provides insights into 
how membership is conjured and how exclusion is navigated. It allows me to scrutinise 
how citizenship is done while bearing in mind what shapes the ways in which it is done. 
In sum, in studying citizenship as a palimpsest and through a generational perspective, 
I create a conceptual analysis of citizenship that integrates all three anthropological 
approaches to citizenship, and I develop an ethnographic tool that allows us to explore 
how distinct understandings of citizenship stem from, and interact with, distinct 
configurations of culture, politics and power. 

1.7 The research project and my position in it

This dissertation is based on fifteen months of ethnographic fieldwork in Timor-Leste 
between 2012 and 2018. Ten of these months, distributed over three visits between 
2015 and 2018, were part of my PhD research project. I occasionally refer to data from 
my master’s thesis fieldwork, making this explicit through my reference to its collection 
date (2012). My central field site was the capital city of Dili. Dili has a population of 
about 300.000 inhabitants. Of those, fourteen percent were between twenty and thirty 
years old in 2015 and seventy-one percent were under thirty in 2015 (Direcção Geral 
de Estatística 2017). Dili is thus a very young city. This is in part because of the general 
high fertility rate, but also because many young East Timorese perceive Dili as the only 
place where they can pursue their education. As we will see further below, the high 
concentration of young adults in Dili leads to high youth unemployment. In terms of 
administration, Dili is made up of six sub-districts18 that are in turn subdivided into 
thirty-six sukus19. It must be noted that some of those sukus (especially those in the 
sub-districts of Metinaro and Atauro) are so far away from the urban centre that they 
can hardly be considered urban sukus. The young adults with whom I spoke however, all 
lived in the more central sukus of Dili, in the sub-districts of Vera Cruz, Dom Aleixo, Nain 
Feto and Cristo Rei. 

As will become clear throughout this dissertation, Timor-Leste is an extremely 
centralised nation-state. Hence, young adults who want to pursue tertiary education 

18 In the process of decentralisation, districts have come to be named municipalities and sub-districts have become 
administrative posts. As most of my interlocutors still used the terms district and sub-district, and to avoid confusion, I 
therefore adhere to my interlocutors’ terminology.  

19 Although the Tetun plural for suku would be suku sira, I here add the plural suffix “s” in order to create the plural form, 
for the sake of clarity and readability.
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or become active in the national structures of political parties or state governance have 
virtually no choice but to migrate to Dili from their (often remote) rural villages of origin. 
As I was interested in speaking to young adults who participated actively, or tried to 
do so, in national political processes, most of my research interlocutors were based in 
Dili. Nevertheless, I wanted to complement the information on local governance that I 
collected in Dili with information from local governance in rural sukus. Hence, I conducted 
two months of fieldwork in a rural village in one of Timor-Leste’s western rural districts 
in 2015. To guarantee the anonymity of my research interlocutors I do not name the 
suku in which I conducted my research. It was a small suku of about 2.000 inhabitants. 
According to the 2015 Census, sixty-eight percent of the suku inhabitants were under 
thirty years old in 201520. Suku inhabitants lived primarily from subsistence agriculture. 
There was one primary school, a partially staffed medical clinic, a weekly market, and a 
small chapel where a priest from the sub-district capital visited occasionally to perform 
sacraments. In 2017 I also made an excursion to hold focus group discussions (FGDs) and 
conduct interviews with young adults in the Eastern districts of Viqueque and Lautem. 
These rural field visits would become crucial for my understanding of the pervasiveness 
of lisan in the lives of my interlocutors, not least those living in Dili. 

Between 2015 and 2018 I conducted a total of forty-eight (taped) interviews. 
My interviews were qualitative and typically semi-structured, based on a list of topics 
prepared beforehand and loosely followed throughout the interview while letting the 
flow of the conversation determine the order in which topics were addressed (see 
Baarda, van der Hulst, and de Goede 2007; Spradley 1979). Five of these interviews 
were what I have come to call semi-structured live history interviews (see Annex II). 
Although most of my interview interlocutors were between eighteen and thirty years 
old, I also interviewed (both formally and informally) older people to obtain a better 
inter-generational perspective (for example a local suku chief, a member of parliament, 
the state secretary for youth and sports, a veteran from the Portuguese generation, and 
an ex-RENETIL member from the Indonesian generation). 

Furthermore, between 2015 and 2018 I conducted twenty-five (taped) focus group 
discussions21. Of these, four were conducted in the classical approach in which the 
researcher asks questions or provides discussion statements and the group engages in 
a discussion about these. This was a method, however, which I found relatively useless 
for most groups I worked with. Due to strongly internalised hierarchies (based on age 
and gender) that will also be a topic throughout this dissertation, I found that in a 
classical set-up it was difficult to guarantee a fair distribution of speech time as well as 

20 It must be noted, however, that many young people who live in Dili (more or less) temporarily, continue to be registered 
in their suku of origin and are thus also counted there when a census takes place. 

21 It was often a challenge to find female participants for FGDs. Some FGDs therefore had an all-male composition. 
Sometimes there were women in the group, but they spoke very little. To balance this and to receive female perspectives, 
I organised a few all-female groups and held interviews with young women.
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an honest discussion of (opposing) views. Hence, quite early on in my 2015 fieldwork 
I began to develop methods inspired by Participatory Action Research (Kindon, Pain, 
and Kesby 2007; Reason and Bradbury 2006) and group facilitation techniques. These 
allowed me to have more interactive group discussions and to break open (to a certain 
extent) settled hierarchies and speaking habits (see also ten Brinke 2019; and Annex 
II). I conducted FGDs with university students, members from political party youth 
wings, rural youth groups, and alumni of the youth parliament. When conducting FGDs 
I relied, at times, on the support of a research assistant. Pedro took on this role in Dili 
and in the eastern districts, and Miguel in his rural village. Miguel mostly helped me to 
find people willing to participate in FGDs and provided translation when participants 
did not have enough command of Tetun to express themselves. Pedro moderated FGDs 
with political party youth as well as youth in the Eastern districts, as non-academic 
youth were more comfortable speaking to him than to me.  All interviews and FGDs 
were conducted in Tetun. 

Data from semi-structured interviews and FGDS was complemented with 
participant observation and informal interviews (DeWalt and DeWalt 2002). My main 
(though not exclusive) sites for these were the National University of Timor-Leste (UNTL), 
activities of the alumni of the youth parliament, election and campaign events, a rural 
suku office, public events organised by young adults or about youth issues, and banal 
daily life spaces such as the street, parks, the mall, and my neighbourhood. I registered 
both participant observation activities and informal interviews through extensive field 
note writing (Emerson et al. 1995). For more personal reflection I also wrote a diary and 
participated, during my 2015 fieldwork period, in a research project about the affective 
dimensions of anthropological fieldwork for which I wrote a specific kind of diary (see 
Stodulka, Dinkelaker, and Thajib 2019; ten Brinke 2019). 

To any anthropologist (if not to anyone) reading the above, it will be clear that 
interviews, FGDs, and participant observation do not take place in a social context that 
is as clean, neat, and organised as the lines above might suggest. The truth behind these 
neat lines is a much messier one. They comfortably hide the frustration after a fieldwork 
week in which every single interview is cancelled at the last moment. They hide the 
insecurity, the doubt and the anger that flares up at times. They hide the creeping feeling 
that this whole fieldwork thing is just another neo-colonial undertaking that benefits 
no-one but myself. They also hide the moments of exhilaration and inspiration I felt after 
interviewing some of the most inspiring young people I know. They hide the thankfulness 
I received, sometimes just for being interested in a generation no one usually listens to. 
Neat methodological summations hide not only how the emotional roller-coaster we call 
fieldwork impacts our data collection and analysis, but also how what we bring “from 
home” or what happens “at home”, or even in the mediated space between “home” and 
the field, deeply impact how we are (and what we do) in the field (ten Brinke 2019). We 
have been taught to dissect our fieldwork into the stuff we do and the stuff we feel, and 
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somehow have decided to present to our readers only the neatest portions remaining 
after this dissection in our so-called methodology section. Anthropological knowledge, 
however, cannot be dissected from fieldwork affects (see Stodulka, Dinkelaker, and 
Thajib 2019). And fieldwork affects cannot be dissected from our positionality. I therefore 
believe it is essential that the neat summation of my methodological approach go hand-
in-hand with a reflection on my positioning in the field (Diphoorn 2013; Huschke 2015; 
Johnston 2010; Nilan 2002). 

There were many elements of my being that played a role in how I perceived the 
field and how the field perceived me. I am convinced that what I present here is just a 
fraction of it, as there is much to which I am certainly blind. I will try to order them from 
the most generalisable traits to the most personal ones. In the first place I am a white, 
blonde young woman. My gender made me a non-threatening presence for young men 
and women, and allowed me to hang out with both. My white-ness made me an object 
of special interest and a “friend” people liked to have and show off. My presence as a 
white and blond young woman made me an object of special male interest. Although all 
these were a source of constant discomfort on my side, I am aware and acknowledge that 
this special interest opened up doors and prompted many of my research interlocutors 
to take time for me. In conversation with Leonor one day, who had been contracted 
by a local NGO to do research, we came to talk about this. Leonor, who was an East 
Timorese university graduate, told me how no one ever had time for her questions, and 
how she had to bring request letters from the NGO with her in order even to be allowed 
inside most of the time. This was an experience with which I was never confronted. 
The positive discrimination with which my whole fieldwork undertaking was facilitated, 
at least in the case of Timor-Leste, should be taken as profoundly worrying. There is 
a gaping rift between knowledge produced about Timor-Leste by foreigners, and the 
knowledge created by East Timorese themselves. The discrimination East Timorese 
researchers face from fellow East Timorese (and no doubt from international state-, 
peace- and development-workers), in comparison to the receptiveness towards foreign 
researchers, is deeply saddening and not the responsibility of the East Timorese alone. 

The fact that I was a PhD researcher while being about thirty years old was regularly 
emphasised by my interlocutors. Pedro, when supporting me in the role of research 
assistant, made a point of introducing me to interlocutors by stressing exactly those two 
characteristics. This was often followed by a comment like, “You Europeans are a lot 
smarter. In Timor people do not get a PhD until they are at least fifty.” The institutional 
and (post)colonial constraints that are responsible for this misbalance were completely 
neglected and waived aside when I brought them up. Interlocutors, including (especially) 
high positioned ones, were unsettled and made self-conscious by the intersection of my 
young age and advanced degree. This regularly resulted in apologies for their (perceived) 
low academic degree and the stammering of complicated words and sentences 
throughout the interview. I tried to assure people that I saw them as the experts on the 
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things I wanted to learn, and I think some of my closer acquaintances were aware of the 
fact that they knew many things which I did not. Nevertheless, I am aware of the fact 
that my status as a highly-educated young woman impacted how people talked to me 
and what they told me, or did not.

Having grown up to Dutch parents in Portugal gave me a double colonial legacy in 
Timor-Leste that I felt more uncomfortable with than my interlocutors seemed to do. I 
was never confronted with or held accountable for the devastating effects on Timorese 
history perpetrated by my two countries. Nevertheless, in the face of a rather negative 
attitude toward the Portuguese among my interlocutors, my double heritage (and blond 
hair) allowed me to present myself (and be perceived) as Dutch while simultaneously 
profiting from my mother-tongue level proficiency of Portuguese. This proficiency 
allowed me to become fluent in Tetun within the first three to four months of my 
fieldwork in 2012. It cannot be understated how much my fluency in Tetun impacted 
my fieldwork undertaking. It allowed me to follow the news, explore social media, and 
understand conversations between people. It also made it possible for my interlocutors 
to speak to me in a language most of them felt most proficient in. The fact that I am 
not proficient in Indonesian nor in any of the many “maternal” local languages did 
create difficulties every once in a while. This was especially the case during my fieldwork 
activities in rural areas were Tetun is a second or third language to most. Nevertheless, 
the biggest impact of my learning Tetun was the goodwill it created towards me which 
opened doors all around that possibly remain shut for researchers not proficient in Tetun 
or who assume they can do research using Portuguese. 

From my first fieldwork week in 2012 onwards, I was an engaged researcher (Beck 
and Maida 2013; Lassiter 2005; Low and Merry 2010), convinced that my fieldwork 
presence should not benefit only myself. I was engaged voluntarily, throughout most 
of my time in the field, at the National University of Timor-Leste. There I supported 
the Institute for Peace and Conflict Studies with administration, taught extracurricular 
courses on weekends, and catalogued the library. When coming back for my PhD 
research in 2015, I was planning a collaborative research project with students from that 
university. I have reflected on this attempt at participatory research, my own positionality 
in it, and its failure(s) elsewhere (ten Brinke 2019). My engagement at the university 
provided me with a long-term relationship (over the course of six years) with most of 
my primary interlocutors22. It gave me a community, it helped me learn Tetun, and it 
gave me a place to hang out. Hence, although borne out of a wish for reciprocity, my 
presence at the university had a clearly positive impact on my research activities. It also 

22 Many of my regular interlocutors were highly educated and actively engaged either in NGOs or political parties. This was 
not due to a conscious selection but rather because those were the young adults willing to and interested in answering my 
questions and talking about my research. It that sense, by a kind of practical ethnographic selection, most of my research 
interlocutors were highly educated and active. My engagement at the university further exacerbated this inclination. My 
rural fieldwork and rural visits were therefore crucial to gain insights into the fault lines within the in-between generation 
that I will discuss in chapter 3.  
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gave me a normative framework from which I thought and analysed. Building up friendly 
relations with somewhat of a core group of university students defined my gaze and the 
people I then met through snowballing effect.  My engagement with, and sympathy for, 
these students provided me with a certain lens through which I conducted my fieldwork. 
It is the goal of an anthropologist to analyse the social world through the perspective 
of her interlocutors, even though I acknowledge that that was never fully the case due 
to my positionality. Nevertheless, I looked at Timorese politics through the eyes of the 
people I spent most time with: young, politically engaged and often frustrated people. 
Therefore, gerontocracy did not leave me emotionally untouched. It often angered me. 
The disdain with which some of my interlocutors from older generations talked to me 
(an outsider) about the in-between generation often shocked and profoundly angered 
me. Both these intergenerational discourses to which I was exposed, and the anger I felt 
about them gave me important insights. However, I do in no way claim that my analysis 
is a generationally impartial one. Although my views were shaped and my gaze was 
directed by the young eyes and minds around me, the views and analyses that I bring 
forth in this dissertation are mine alone. I hope they do justice to the views of those who 
have taught, inspired, and directed me.  

1.8 Outline of the dissertation

This dissertation provides insights into young citizenship and the generational dynamics 
that underlie it in the post-colonial and post-conflict process of nation-building and 
state-building in Timor-Leste. It does so from the perspective of those who do not 
really belong to any clearly defined generation: the in-between generation. In order 
to do so I have divided this dissertation, as introduced above, into three parts. Part I 
is constituted by chapter 2 and chapter 3 and provides a broad contextual basis upon 
which my analysis unfolds. In chapter 2 I analyse the historical context that underlies the 
generational dynamics I will describe throughout the dissertation. Relying on Anderson’s 
(2006) conceptualisation of the nation-state as a limited and sovereign imagined political 
community, I analyse how the birth of the nation and the struggle for its sovereignty 
deeply shaped both how Timor-Leste is today and what role is attributed to young adults 
in it. In order to set the scene further, in chapter 3 I analyse why generations play such 
an important role in East Timorese history and politics. Thereby I extensively discuss the 
in-between generation and describe my research population in further detail. 

Part II of this dissertation focusses entirely on the local level of the suku. In this 
part I analyse how lisan deeply shapes local understandings of citizenship. Hence, in 
chapter 4 I introduce the centrality of lisan in the daily lives of my interlocutors and 
illustrate how it lies at the basis of every individual’s position in society. This chapter 
shows that citizenship is more than the relationship between the citizen and the state. 
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I explore how sub-state and horizontal citizenship relationships deeply impact how 
people see themselves and others, and how they interact with the state. Subsequently, in 
chapter 5 I zoom in on the suku council as institution. By analysing the position of youth 
representatives in the gerontocratic and democratic suku council, I illustrate how the 
in-between generation navigates different realms of governance which rely on different 
languages of citizenship and therefore pose different, and at times contradictory, 
expectations on them. 

After analysing this local level of citizenship, in Part III I turn to national democratic 
political parties. In chapter 6 I elucidate how the history of resistance against Indonesian 
occupation is romanticised and how, consequently, the birth of the nation is conjured 
as a mythical moment of origin. Relating this to the notion of precedence, I develop 
an understanding of the deep generational rifts and political contestations within East 
Timorese democratic politics. I furthermore explore how the image of citizenship that 
emerges from this historical contestation is exclusively slanted towards the in-between 
generation and creates a feeling of unreciprocable debt. In chapter 7 I describe how 
young adults navigate contradictory expectations placed upon them within political 
party structures and how they find ways to participate without disrupting the narrative 
of their indebtedness. Finally, in the concluding chapter 8 I weave together all the strands 
by uncovering the citizenship of the in-between generation as a palimpsest on which 
different languages of citizenship converge. By exploring how these languages create 
gaps and contradictions, and by analysing how young adults navigate the convergence 
of gerontocracy, post-conflict state-building and intergenerational power disputes, I 
scrutinise how young adults develop their own understandings of what it means to be 
a citizen. 
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CHAPTER 2

The birth of a nation-state
Contextualising in-betweenness

The midnight hoisting of the East Timorese flag on 20 May 2002, which marked the onset 
of independence, is a fond and vivid memory for many of my research interlocutors. This 
moment was often presented to me as the point at which the nation of East Timorese 
people was finally granted the sovereign state they had fought for so long and at such a 
high cost. I have therefore consciously titled this chapter “the birth of the nation-state”. 
The consecration of the nation-state’s existence took a ceremony of only a few hours, 
and the building of the state can be situated concretely in the years of transition between 
the 1999 referendum and the 2002 independence23. The birth of the nation is, however, 
harder to pinpoint (see also James and Grenfell 2018, 394-5). I will argue throughout this 
dissertation that the point of “origin” of the nation is positioned somewhere in the hazy 
years of resistance against Indonesian occupation. I will also contend that the people 
who were there and how it happened is a matter of debate and contention. Hence, 
in this chapter I do not identify the exact moment of the birth of the nation. Rather, 
I present a selection of the many historical elements that were part of the process of 
becoming and have contributed to what Timor-Leste is today as a nation-state24. 

In my conceptualisation of the nation-state as a political entity I follow Anderson’s 
definition of a nation-state as an “imagined political community – and imagined as both 
inherently limited and sovereign” (Anderson 2006, 6). The prominent position that 
Anderson’s approach to the nation-state gives to imagination allows us to analyse both 
the profoundly constructed character of the nation-state and the very real dimensions 
it has for those who imagine it. It helps us comprehend the inherent contradictions of 
the concept of a nation-state, as well as people’s abilities to blend out and gloss over 
those contradictions. In other words, it helps us address the paradox, identified by 
Anderson (2006, 5), between the “objective modernity” of nationalism when analysing 
it historically, and its “subjective antiquity in the eyes of nationalists”. Hence, while this 
chapter analyses the birth of the nation-state, it scrutinises the gradually more concrete 
ability to imagine it by a growing number of East Timorese. 

However, the centrality of imagination is not the only element of Anderson’s 
conceptualisation which guides my analysis. Anderson’s (2006) meticulous exegesis of 
nationalism in colonial and post-colonial contexts provides me with a range of analytical 

23 Note that during the Indonesian occupation there was a government in exile. I do not consider that here as a “state” 
because it did not have sovereign power over the territory and the people it claimed to represent. 

24 For some of the best overviews of the (recent) history of Timor-Leste see: Feijó (2016); Fox and Babo-Soares (2000); Leach 
(2017); Leach and Kingsbury (2013).
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insights that instruct my analysis of the birth of the East Timorese nation. Firstly, 
Anderson (2006, 7) highlights the importance of sovereignty for a nation to imagine 
itself. In this chapter I will analyse how the dreaming of, and fighting for, this sovereign 
state was actually essential for the nation to be imagined as such. Secondly, Anderson 
(2006, 47-65) scrutinises what he describes as pilgrimages of Creole functionaries in the 
European imperial administrations. He describes how these created the first feelings 
of national consciousness and a shared destiny that would lead to the birth of the 
first nation-states in north and south America. In the same fashion, Anderson (2006, 
119) analyses how metropolitan-educated colonial youth initiated what he considers 
the third wave of nationalism (for example Indonesia). In both the pilgrimages and the 
metropolitan education lays a comparable awakening of national consciousness that 
results from being treated as a subject and other. In this chapter I will illustrate how these 
dynamics took place in relation to both the Portuguese colonisation and the Indonesian 
occupation25. Finally, Anderson (2006) emphasises the centrality of a shared vernacular 
language, and especially its dissemination by print, for the imagination of a nation-state. 
In this chapter I disentangle the complex ways in which the idea of East Timor as a nation 
was intertwined with three different languages (Portuguese, Indonesian and Tetun), and 
how this intertwinement both allowed for and complicated the imagination of an East 
Timorese nation. This intertwinement posed one of the major challenges of the newly 
formed sovereign state during the first years of independence. 

Hence, as the historical process of colonisation by Portugal and re-colonisation 
by Indonesia plays a fundamental role in how the nation came to be imagined and 
the nation-state came to be built, I dwell on it relatively extensively here. I gradually 
weave the memories of some of my interlocutors into this historical process in order to 
underscore how they were born into this history as it was unfolding. Concomitantly, the 
ethnographic silence that characterises the first paragraphs of this chapter emphasise 
how the in-between generation does not have personal stories to tell about that time.  

 

2.1 Becoming colonised

The population living in Timor-Leste today is an expression of all the different populations 
that have passed through, occupied, and settled the island over more than 3,000 years. It 
is thought that the first inhabitants of the island were Papua-speakers who subsequently 
interacted and mixed with Austronesian newcomers (McWilliam and Traube 2011, 6).  
Between the sixteenth and the nineteenth century the island was also visited by Chinese, 
Hadhrami Arabs, Javanese and Makasarese merchants more interested in the famous 

25 The growing national consciousness of young East Timorese during the Indonesian occupation was analysed along these 
lines by Anderson (2001) himself. 
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sandalwood than in settling (Carey 2003, 30). It was the sandalwood trade that also 
attracted the Portuguese to the island. The Portuguese first arrived on the island in the 
early sixteenth century yet only appointed their first Portuguese governor of Timor (and 
Solor) in 1702 (Kammen 2010, 246). However, Portuguese rule on the island remained 
little consolidated and largely dependent on agreements and tributary arrangements 
with local liurai (kings) (McWilliam and Traube 2011, 6). 

During the second half of the nineteenth century, the Portuguese and Dutch 
colonial powers negotiated over the division of the island and surrounding islets, 
with Portugal finally securing the eastern half of the island along with the enclave 
of Oecusse (McWilliam and Traube 2011: 6). The Portuguese presence on the island 
was by no means uncontested, and repeated rebellions and uprisings sprang up out 
of discontent about head tax and tributary payments (McWilliam and Traube 2011, 8; 
see also Kammen 2010). During the first half of the twentieth century the Portuguese 
began to put more emphasis on the education of sons of rulers, hence creating “a 
small Europeanised, Catholic, Portuguese-speaking elite, who were recruited into an 
expanding colonial bureaucracy” (McWilliam and Traube 2011, 8). However, in general 
the Portuguese colonisation of East Timor was characterised by neglect rather than by 
excessive colonial occupation. During World War II, Timor turned into a frontier between 
the Japanese and Australian forces and many Timorese died in brutal Japanese reprisals 
for the support they granted to the Australian forces (McWilliam and Traube 2011: 9; see 
also Gunter 2016). Carey (2003, 29-32) describes how, during the years after World War 
II, the Portuguese actively created anti-Indonesian sentiment, presenting the then newly 
independent Indonesia as “backward” and “uncivilised” and preventing most of the 
direct contact to it. This would have a major impact on the East Timorese receptiveness 
for Indonesian rule.

2.2 De/recolonisation and civil war

The history of Timor-Leste took a crucial turn when on 25 April 1974 the so-called 
Carnation revolution ended the Salazar/Caetano dictatorship in Portugal. Salazar’s 
conviction that colonies should be maintained had led to bloody and costly colonial wars 
in Africa, nearly bankrupted the country, and pitted a significant part of the military 
against the regime, leading to the revolution. Hence, after the revolution, decolonisation 
was an urgent matter for Portuguese politics. Post-revolution political turbulence in 
Portugal and heavier preoccupations with the colonised territories in Africa, led to the 
virtual neglect of the situation in East Timor and a Portuguese preference of a quick 
Timorese exit from the Empire (CAVR3 2005, 13-14). In the face of the imminent end of 
the colonisation, the East Timorese were encouraged to form political parties. In May 
1974 the political landscape in East Timor crystallised into three parties which differed 
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regarding their vision for the Timorese decolonisation. The first party was the Democratic 
Union of Timorese (UDT) characterized mostly by the involvement of wealthy landowners 
and other Timorese closely connected to the Portuguese administration who called for a 
gradual independence through inclusion in a Portuguese federation. The second party to 
emerge was the Timorese Social Democratic Association (ASDT) which was more radical 
and nationalist, advocating for full independence. Finally, a third party supported the 
integration of East Timor into Indonesia – the Timorese Popular Democratic Association 
(Apodeti) (Kammen 2010, 255). Although other parties were created soon after, these 
three parties played the most important role in this turbulent time of transformation 
(CAVR3 2005, 16). 

Due to manipulation by Indonesian agents interested in destabilising the situation, 
and due to the lack of political experience of the new party members, the campaigning 
soon polarised the stance of the different parties and led to the breakup of the coalition 
between the UDT and the ASDT (CAVR3 2005, 23). This polarisation was further 
exacerbated by the return of a group of young Timorese students from Portugal who 
brought with them more radical (Marxist/Leninist) political ideas and a strong anti-
colonial sentiment. Soon after their return in September 1974, the ASDT changed its 
name to Revolutionary Front of Independent East Timor (Fretilin) (CAVR3 2005, 26). 
Members of the Fretilin started to refer to UDT members as fascists, and UDT members 
characterized Fretilin as communist, echoing the wider landscape of the Cold War that 
would be of such a determining importance for the international involvement (and lack 
of it) in the violence that was to be unleashed against the East Timorese. 

The violence that ensued between the different Timorese political parties between 
1974 and 1975 is often referred to as civil war. It left deep divisions in society which 
survived to a certain extent even after independence from Indonesia (CAVR3 2005, 
43). In August 1975 the UDT started a military action in the country which they claimed 
was aimed “at removing extremist elements from the territory to prevent Indonesian 
intervention” (CAVR3 2005, 40). The efforts of the Portuguese governor to mediate 
between the UDT and the Fretilin failed and the Fretilin, backed by a significant force 
of Timorese who had been in the Portuguese military force, hit back, forcing a part of 
the UDT and its allies over the border to Western Timor (CAVR3 2005, 40). They were 
granted passage into Indonesia on the condition of signing a petition for East Timor’s 
integration into Indonesia (CAVR3 2005, 44).

Repeated efforts of the Fretilin to invite the Portuguese administration (which had 
fled to the island of Atauru) to come back in order to negotiate a gradual independence 
did not reap results. Convinced of the eminent invasion of Indonesia, the Fretilin finally 
opted for unilaterally declaring Timor-Leste’s independence on 28 November 1975 
in order to try and secure international attention and intervention in the case on an 
Indonesian invasion (CAVR3 2005, 55). Today, this proclamation of Independence is 
celebrated each year on 28 November with a national holiday. Some of my interlocutors 
would point to this moment as the birth of the nation. However, it must be noted that 
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the idea of a sovereign nation-state was far from a common imagination at this point. 
Two of the three major parties constituted when decolonisation became eminent 
advocated for the integration into another sovereign power. It was only a small minority 
of primarily Portuguese-educated young students who envisioned East Timor as a 
socialist and sovereign nation-state when they proclaimed its independence unilaterally 
in 1975 (CAVR3 2005, 25). Hence, while this might be identified as a beginning of the 
birth of the nation, it would take a foreign and violent occupying force, as well as a 
widely spread resistance movement to disseminate the imagination of an East Timorese 
nation more broadly26. 

On 7 December 1975 Indonesia mounted a full-scale attack on Dili with both sea and 
air offensives. In order to legitimise the invasion, the Indonesian symbols were removed 
from aircrafts and other military material and the attack was presented as initiated by 
Timorese partisans (UDT and Apodeti) with the support of a number of Indonesian 
“volunteers” (CAVR3 2005, 60). During the first days of invasion, while the armed wing 
of the Fretilin – the Falintil27 – offered resistance against the Indonesian occupation, 
many Timorese were indiscriminately killed by the Indonesian invasion force. Those who 
could, escaped to the mountains with part of the Fretilin leadership and finally also the 
Falintil. Anderson (2001) states that it was partly the extreme brutality and force (and its 
impunity) with which the Indonesians invaded East Timor, that strengthened both the 
East Timorese national identity and the resistance against occupation.

The United Nations Security Council called on Indonesia to withdraw from East Timor 
and did not acknowledge the integration of East Timor into Indonesia. Nevertheless, little 
else was done to force Indonesia to withdraw (CVAR3 2005, 66-7). The United States of 
America and Australia both tacitly supported the occupation (CAVR3 2005, 60-1).

 

2.3 The 27th province of Indonesia

According to Indonesian administration, East Timor became the 27th province of 
Indonesia. Carey (2003, 28) divides the twenty four years of Indonesian occupation into 
three phases: [1] the years of conquest, ranging from 1975 to 1979 in which most of 
the direct violence and deaths occurred28, [2] the partial “consolidation” phase between 
1979 and 1989 and [3] the final decade from 1989 until 1999 which was characterised by 
the loss of the Indonesian grip on East Timor (partially because of a domestic political-
economic crisis), a greater international awareness and finally the promise, after the fall 
of dictator Suharto, of a referendum.

26 See James and Grenfell (2018) for a detailed analysis of why the idea of a nation did not establish itself during Portuguese 
colonialism.

27 Falintil: Forças Armadas da Libertação Nacional de Timor-Leste – Armed Forces for the National Liberation of East Timor.
28 Conservative estimates point to a death toll of 150,000 deaths in a population of 700,000.
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The years between 1975 and 1979 were characterized by Indonesia’s attempt to 
establish its power over the “new province”. They were however also characterised by 
a strong presence of the Fretilin in hidden rural bases. While the Falinitil fought against 
Indonesian military forces, the Fretilin committed to combat the widespread illiteracy, 
which they saw as an instrument of the Portuguese colonial regime to retain control 
over their subjugated populations (Silva 2011). This campaign was, however, much more 
than a literacy campaign. Ultimately, the Fretilin aimed to instil in the Timorese people 
an anticolonial, antifascist and democratic spirit (Urban 2017, 85). Their vision was that 
this would drive the East Timorese to fight for their independence from (neo-)colonial 
oppression. Although the popular education programs of the Fretilin in the resistance 
bases were short-lived, it laid important seeds for the resistance movement and the 
imagination of East Timor as a nation (Silva 2011).  

When faced by strong levels of popular support for the Fretilin and the Falintil, 
especially in those bases of resistance, Indonesian forces set up an “encirclement and 
annihilation” campaign in order to break the ties between the civilians and the Falintil 
(Garrison 2005, 4). This campaign was characterized by “the use of aerial bombardments, 
the napalming of villages [and] the systematic herding of people into resettlement centres” 
(Anderson 2001, 235). Massive displacement and famine were the result and many people 
surrendered and were either executed or sent into controlled villages close to the bigger 
roads where famine continued to be a big challenge to the population (CAVR3 2005, 83). 
My host in Dili and a university teacher I worked with at the National University, both 
in their forties, told me stories about their childhoods in those beleaguered mountains. 
One of them recalled hiding from napalm bombardments in caves and seeing people 
turned to ashes by thermobaric bombs. The other shared his memory of arriving in a 
forced resettlement village as a nine-year old after his parents surrendered. He was so 
undernourished that he had lost his hair and could not stand by himself. The suffering 
of these first years of occupation was profound (CAVR3 2005; Taylor 2003), and as I will 
show throughout this dissertation, still plays a central role today. 

After 1980, a period of relatively low levels of armed conflict followed while Falintil 
concentrated on reorganising. During these years the Indonesian occupying force made 
efforts to consolidate its presence in East Timor, mostly through the forced adoption of 
the Indonesian language (Gunn 2007, 51) and the ban of Portuguese, investments in 
education and infrastructure, massive “transmigration” of Indonesian citizens into East 
Timorese territory, and coercion through force. Most of my research interlocutors were 
born in these years of relative stability and Indonesian consolidation. Ana, who was born 
in the mid-1980s told me that she and her Timorese friends: “felt we were Indonesian. 
Because we had the nationality. It was only in 1998 and 1999 that we started realising 
that we were not Indonesian, that we started learning Tetun. Because before that we 
spoke Indonesian”. I was surprised to hear that Ana had spoken Indonesian to the friends 
(whom I knew) to whom she now spoke Tetun as if it had never been any other way.  
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Ana explained that at the time they were small, their maternal languages were not the 
same “and then our neighbours were Indonesian, so every day we would use Indonesian”. 
And then she added, about those days in which she spoke Indonesian to her friends, 
“The days we were children were the best. Because we did not know anything about 
the conflict. We knew people shot each other in the streets but it was not until I was like 
eight years old that I had any experience with problems” (Ana, interview, 28.03.2018). 
In fact, most of my interlocutors only became really aware of the Indonesian oppression 
when violence began to escalate around the referendum. Parents told their children very 
little, according to Ana because they feared the children would share their views with 
untrustworthy neighbours. 

Education was a central component of the Indonesian integration project, hence 
the Indonesian administration profoundly altered the educational landscape in East 
Timor over a decade. By 1991 there were 580 primary schools, 94 pre-secondary schools 
and 44 secondary schools spread over the country. The in-between generation generally 
started primary school somewhere in the 1990s. Ana told me she and her friends were 
not really afraid of Indonesian teachers even though they were very strict (siak ten) and 
even though they beat her with sticks. She also told me at these Indonesian schools 
there was discrimination, which she described as functioning both ways: 

“Us towards them and them towards us. It was like we were a different social 
class. We Timorese kids got together to beat up the kids of the Bapak29, 
and the Bapak kids also beat us. It was like that. So I remember that there 
was discrimination when we were small, but we did not know that it was 
discrimination”. 

“But so you just did not like them?” I asked. 

“Our Timorese group did not like the group of Bapak children, we were always 
fighting. But it was not for political reasons! They had a lot of things that we 
did not have and we beat them up because of that [she laughed], so that we 
could get it from them. But we had no idea of the causes, of the politics, but 
emotionally we split up into Timorese kids and Bapak kids (…). We liked the 
Bapak kids who gave us food. If they did not give us food, we would beat them 
up. [She laughed again] It used to be like that.” (Ana, interview, 28.03.2018)

Young Timorese from the generation above Ana had the possibility of pursuing tertiary 

29 Bapak is the Indonesian term for father but it can also mean “Mister” or “boss”, or any other man who demands 
obedience. Pedro told me that during the Indonesian occupation it was a term used to refer to Indonesian men by East 
Timorese. It is telling for the relation between East Timorese and Indonesians that the latter were addressed in this way 
by the former.  
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education at an Indonesian university (Gunn 2007, 50). Anderson (2001, 235) however, 
states that a high number of East Timorese students at Indonesian universities dropped 
out, not only because of language problems but also because they experienced an 
“intolerable social climate”. Hence, it was through their education in Indonesian and 
often in Indonesia itself, that East Timorese youth became aware of their subjugated 
status and developed a feeling of national identity and further resentment against 
Indonesian occupation30. These youth would play an important role in the mobilisation 
of East Timorese national identity and in the struggles against the Indonesian occupation 
(Anderson 2001, 235; see also Bexley and Tchailoro 2013; Mendes 2005; Wigglesworth 
2016). They were also engaged in the Indonesian democracy movement (Bexley 2009) 
and often targeted for that, as we will see further below. Their best-known organisation, 
the RENETIL (National Resistance of Timorese Students) used the Portuguese slogan 
“antes sem título do que sem pátria” (rather without a title than without a fatherland). 
This focus and the prioritising of a national common cause over their own careers was 
something that the in-between generation often referred to, comparing themselves and 
their own generation unfavourably with the Indonesian generation.    

Transmigration was a second central component of Indonesian integration. It was 
a system applied more widely by the Indonesian state to relieve overpopulated parts of 
the archipelago and relocate people to less overpopulated areas. The transmigration 
to East Timor (both state-sponsored and “spontaneous”) was relatively extensive in 
relation to the size of the native population. Hence, in 1990 an estimated ten thousand 
from a population of 755,950, were non-native (Gunn 2007, 54). Hence, Ana described 
living in a Dili neighbourhood where most of her neighbours were Indonesian. And 
even João, who grew up first in a forced resettlement village and later in his father’s 
home village, both in the remote east of the country, described how in his village there 
were many Indonesians. The “Indonesiation” of East Timor was further enforced by 
birth control applied on East Timorese women. In the 1990s at least forty percent of 
the women were forced to use the highly controversial contraceptive Depo Provera and 
were even at times forcibly sterilised (Gunn 2007, 47). As well as forced contraception 
and sterilisation, women were also subjected on a wide scale to sexual violence and 
slavery, mostly at the hands of Indonesian military (CAVR 7.7 2005). 

As Ana already hinted at above, there were significant economic differences 
between the Indonesians living in East Timor and the East Timorese themselves (see 
also Shackleton 1995, 110). As Ana put it: “They had money. We did not have money 
at all. During the Indonesian time we had to pay for water, we had to pay for school. 
Whatever it was, we had to pay it, even the land we lived on. So my parents did not have 
any money” (Ana, interview, 28.03.2018).  

30 The parallels between (1) the dawn of East Timorese national identity of students confronted with their Indonesian 
education and (2) the dawn of an Indonesian national identity among students confronted with their Dutch education 
(see Anderson 2006, 116-119) is, of course, remarkable. 
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João and Pedro also told me about growing up poor, with their parents scrambling 
for resources to pay for their children’s education. João, for example told me: “Like I said, 
the money was tight. So to go to school I always sold stuff like tua sabu (palm wine). 
I bought it in big amounts and then sold it again. So then I had a bit of money to buy 
clothes. Because my father was already looking after many [people]” (João, interview, 
20.03.2018). 

These economic differences created anti-Indonesian sentiment as Ana explained 
above. However, the relations between East Timorese and Indonesians were more 
complex than that, as again Ana was able to verbalise: 

“There were good Bapaks and bad ones. Some of them took our brothers, 
uncles and fathers. But others were not like that. They came to help with work 
at the house. Sometimes they came to eat with us. When I was small I even 
slept at the Bapak’s house once in a while!”

“Really?!” I asked surprised. 

“Really! We children did that. Do you know why? Bapaks had TV!” We both 
burst into laughter. 

“So we watched TV there,” Ana continued “and then we fell asleep and in the 
morning we would go back home (…) so there were good ones and bad ones. 
The bad thing was that bigger boys and bigger girls were in danger. But little 
children like us were fine.” (Ana, interview, 28.03.2018) 

While Indonesia made efforts to consolidate its power over East Timor, the resistance 
movement, driven into the mountains and close to defeat, went through a comprehensive 
reorganisation led by resistance leader Xanana Gusmão31. The East Timorese 
independence movement organised itself into three fronts: resistance (Falintil guerrilla), 
clandestine (underground resistance), and diplomatic (diaspora activism) (Leach 2012, 
37). This reorganisation and the clear superior Indonesian military power meant, within 
the territory, a shift from rural guerrilla warfare to urban clandestine movement. This 
also marked a generational shift through the inclusion of youth and students (of the 
Indonesian generation) into the urban clandestine movement (Garrison 2005, 4), not 
only in East Timor but also in cities in Indonesia. The RENETIL was founded in Bali in 
1989 and united Timorese students in Indonesia with Indonesian democracy activists, 
journalists and human rights advocates. With their actions the RENETIL became a central 
element of the clandestine front (Bexley and Tchailoro 2013, 412). Mendes (2005, 159) 

31 For a detailed analysis of the position of Xanana Gusmão in the resistance movement see Arthur (2019, chapter 5).
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also refers to a generational shift of resistance during the 1980s which he attributes 
to the growing national awareness of the Timorese youth, perversely created through 
Indonesian education and national indoctrination (see also Anderson 2001) which he 
compares to other dawns of nationalism brought about by colonial education systems. 

While not being officially part of the resistance movement, the Catholic Church 
played an important role during the years of Indonesian occupation, not in the least by 
offering protection and support to the clandestine (student) networks. Refusing, since 
the beginning, to subordinate itself to Indonesia and the Indonesian Catholic Church, 
the Timorese bishops always reported directly to the Vatican. When in 1979 Indonesia 
prohibited the use of the Portuguese language, the Catholic Church refused to adopt 
the Indonesian language and adopted Tetun Dili instead. Garrison (2005, 5) argues that 
“these two decisions helped create the only public space in Timor-Leste not controlled 
by Indonesia”. Furthermore, under the Indonesian regime each citizen was required to 
choose affiliation with one of the five approved religions. Many in East Timor chose 
the Catholic Church. Hence, “the Indonesian occupation actually made Timor-Leste 
a Catholic nation” (Garrison 2005, 5). Where in 1975 only one-third of the Timorese 
population was Catholic, in 1989 this was more than 80% (Kohen 2000 in Garrison 2005, 
5). During the visit of the Pope in 1989 a small students’ demonstration against the 
occupation and the violation of human rights set the tone for the youth activism that 
was to unfold in the third phase of Indonesian occupation (CAVR3 2005, 112), to which 
we will now turn.

During the 1990s, the CAVR report identifies three turning points that led to a bigger 
international awareness of the situation in East Timor and that created a bigger pressure 
on Indonesia to call for a referendum: The Santa Cruz Massacre on 12 November 1991, 
the arrest of Xanana Gusmão in November 1992 and award of the Nobel Peace Prize 
to Bishop Belo and José Ramos-Horta in October 1996 (CAVR3 2005, 115). The Santa 
Cruz Massacre was one of the most important turning points in the history of resistance 
because for the first time the violence perpetrated against East Timorese civilians was 
directly captured by foreign journalists who managed to smuggle the footage out of 
the country and broadcast it. During a protest about the shooting and killing of a young 
student a few days earlier, Indonesian military opened fire indiscriminately on the 
demonstrators, most of whom were youth. During the days that followed, participants 
in the demonstration were hunted down and killed. An estimated 271 people were killed 
and 250 listed as missing (CAVR3 2005, 116-7). The Santa Cruz massacre was a catalyst 
for young Timorese to join the resistance movement (Bexley and Tchailoro 2013, 410).

In 1998 the resistance movement concluded a process that had already started in 
1988 and that was geared towards separating the resistance from the Fretilin. The goal of 
this separation was to create a broader and more unified national resistance movement 
with which a broad section of the population could identify. Hence, different sections 
of the resistance, including UDT members and the Catholic Church, but also student 
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organisations and NGOs gathered under the umbrella of the National Council of Timorese 
Resistance (CNRT). The creation of the CNRT32 offered a broad apolitical platform through 
which a unified and national face for the independence of East Timor could be shown 
to the world (CAVR3 2005, 126). Hence, at this point, the idea of being an East Timorese 
nation without a state had established itself much more broadly among the population 
than was the case in 1974-5. The common suffering under a foreign occupying force, the 
wielding of Portuguese and Tetun as secret and/or insurgent languages, and the narrative 
of a brave David and Goliath struggle with Indonesia had conjured an understanding of 
East Timor as a nation. The first CNRT was, in a way, the embryonic state to this nation, 
which promised to lead the nation to sovereign independence. 

Due to the turning points identified by the CAVR, countless international solidarity 
movements, and diplomatic efforts of exiled East Timorese, Indonesia came under 
increasing international pressure to demilitarise its own presence in East Timor (CAVR3 
2005, 115). As a result, Timorese men were either voluntarily recruited or forced into 
militias to uphold Indonesian military proxy presence (Robinson 2005,102). This would 
tremendously complicate the process of reconciliation after independence. With the 
position of Indonesia further weakening through the end of the Cold War, the economic 
crisis affecting Indonesia at the time, and the fall of the Suharto dictatorship in 1998, 
the new Indonesian president Habibie finally authorised a UN coordinated referendum. 

2.4 Ukun rasik an – independence

Ukun rasik an (literally self-governance/power over the self) is a Tetun word often used to 
refer to the outcome of the referendum, held on 30 August 1999. However, the Popular 
Consultation, as it was officially named, was not to take place without further violence, 
traumatisation and division. While the UN was responsible for the ballot, the Indonesian 
army and police were responsible for the security around the ballot, a responsibility 
they massively failed (CAVR3 2005; Cristalis 2009; Koefner 2000; Martin 2001). Militia 
violence and intimidation grew throughout the first part of 1999, especially targeting 
known CNRT leaders and independence supporters, making it difficult for the CNRT to 
campaign for independence. The Indonesian military did nothing to stop the violence 
and often openly participated in it (CAVR3 2005). Hence, students played an important 
role in campaigning for independence. Asked by Xanana Gusmão to campaign on 
behalf of the CNRT, youth went back to their villages to transmit information about the 
popular consultation, discuss reconciliation and prepare the population for the ballot. 
Many students gathered under the name of Presidium Juventude Loriku Ass’wain Timor 

32 This CNRT is not to be confused with the political party headed by Xanana Gusmão that uses the same acronym, and 
which was founded in 2007. 
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Lorosae, set up a radio station and travelled to the districts, often risking being targeted 
for attacks either by the Indonesian military or militias (Araújo 2000; CAVR3 2005, 139-
140). João told me that: “1999 was when we started talking about the independence 
of Timor. But before that we already knew about it because we had contact with the 
Falintil. They came [to our village], so we knew. We organised ourselves. Even we, the 
small ones, participated. The Failintil would send us to fetch water. Or when there were 
meetings … because our land is very rural so people did not really access it … so they 
(Falintil) used to come live with us. So we knew” (João, interview, 20.03.2018). 

Where for João, who grew up close to the Falintil bases in the eastern mountains, 
it was clear something big was about to happen in 1999, for Ana, whose parents were 
secretive about the resistance for fear of their neighbours, it was completely unexpected. 
Ana knew there were things going on. Her parents used to sit around whispering and the 
Indonesian military would come and get her father in the evening for what they called 
“neighbourhood security” in the run up to the referendum (of which Ana knew nothing). 
She told me: 

So when they came to get him, my mother told us that we had to pray. So 
we all prayed. Then we asked my mother why we had to pray. She told us to 
just keep praying. Then, we in Timor, when it is like this, we turn the person’s 
plate upside down. That means that someone is gone and we do not know 
whether that person will come back or not. So at that time we prayed. And 
then in the morning my father would come back and we would be happy. But 
because of that we knew that life with the Bapak was not really a good one. 
(Ana, interview, 28.03.2018)

Despite violence and intimidation, on 30 August 1999 the voter turnout exceeded 98 
percent and 78.5 percent voted for East Timorese independence. This figure is telling 
about the pervasive wish for independence. Furthermore, it is possible that some 
people voted for integration into Indonesia against their own judgement and out of fear. 
Nevertheless, it cannot be excluded that among the 21.5 percent who did not vote for 
independence, there were citizens who honestly preferred integration with Indonesia. 
This perspective is, however, today altogether silenced in order to create an image of a 
unified nation. 

Militia violence increased after the ballot and took on massive proportions after 
the announcement of the result a few days later. The CAVR commission reports targeted 
killings, torture, sexual violence, and forced displacement of people over the border to 
Western Timor. Militia also targeted civilians hiding in churches and clergy and nuns. It 
reports the Indonesian military and the militias to have killed between 1,200 and 1,500 
people only in 1999 (CAVR3 2005, 145). Furthermore, approximately seventy per cent of 
the country’s infrastructure was ravaged, looted and set afire (CAVR3 2005, 145).
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Ana knew that “life with the Bapak was not really a good one”. She also knew 
that there were militias who were paid and drugged by the Indonesians because her 
neighbour had told her about his father who was a militia member. Also, the few Bapak 
daughters she had befriended at school after their initial primary school fights, had hinted 
that they would be leaving East Timor soon. Nonetheless, she was entirely unprepared 
when her father told her and her siblings they had to pack after the announcement of 
the results of the referendum. She reminisced:

My father told us to get our clothes and put them in a bag. So we went and 
started taking out all our beautiful clothes [she laughed at the memory] first 
our school clothes, then our church clothes...Then my father saw it and told 
us that we had to pack everything! But we were going against him because 
we did not understand. So that is when my father explained to us, for the first 
time, what was actually happening. He explained that it was a long war and 
that we had no idea how long it would last. He told us we had to leave our 
house and that it was possible that when we came back, we would not find 
our things anymore. (Ana, interview, 28.03.2018) 

Ana fled with her family to the port. She told me of hiding her father under a pile of 
clothes when militias were close by, about wearing red and white (the colours of the 
Indonesian flag) cloth around their heads when they went to fetch water to pretend to 
militias that they were also pro-Indonesia. She told me about sneaking into abandoned 
houses in the neighbourhood looking for food, and about how her parents managed to 
twice avoid being taken to Bali by boat. She also told of the joy when finally the Interfet 
(International Force for East Timor) boats appeared on the horizon and regretted not 
having had a camera at the time because she would have liked to show me pictures 
of their amphibious tanks. The Interfet was deployed by the end of September 1999 
(CAVR3 2005, 145), about three weeks after Ana had to pack her clothes and leave her 
house. 

As Ana described, many people fled or were taken to western Timor or even 
further into Indonesia (Koefner 2000, 78). Susana and Filipe, for example were two of 
my interlocutors who had been taken to Western Timor because their fathers worked 
for the Indonesian military. Where Filipe came back relatively quickly afterwards with 
his mother and siblings, Susana had to organise her return alone with the support of 
some relatives in order to escape the abuses of her father and stepmother in western 
Timor. Filipe’s father stayed behind. Although he quit the military after arriving in west 
Timor, he had to live in Indonesia to receive his pension. Both Susana and Filipe told me 
they were not discriminated against upon their return, although the return of refugees 
from west Timor was often a sensitive issue as they were often considered pro-Indonesia 
or suspected to have engaged in the militia (CAVR9 2005). Filipe told me his father was 
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respected, even by the clandestine front, because he did his work as a soldier but never 
turned anyone in: “I never deny that my father was a soldier for Indonesia [Filipe told 
me] but my father did not know how to read or write. My father was a farmer. When 
Indonesia occupied [East Timor] my father was still strong, so the Indonesians forced him 
to get into the military. If he would have refused, he would have been killed and then my 
mother and sisters also would not have survived. I think I would also not have existed. So 
I do not blame him. Because it was a hard time” (Filipe, interview 16.03.2018).  

On 25 October, about a month after Ana and her family had returned to their 
house which they found intact, the United Nations Transitional Administration for East 
Timor (UNTAET) was put into place to oversee Timor-Leste’s transition to independence 
and democracy (Nortquist 2002, 28-9). At the time, Dili was practically in ashes, and 
most governmental and trade institutions had been deserted by their (Indonesian) staff 
(McWilliam 2011, 745). This appearance led the UNTAET to base their nation-building 
and state-building efforts on the deeply erroneous assumption that Timor-Leste was a 
political and institutional tabula rasa (Brown 2011, 23). Although the state institutions 
that had been in place under Indonesian occupation were, of course, almost entirely 
dismantled, the moment of transition was replete with past dynamics, loyalties, and 
enmities that should have indicated that Timor-Leste was anything but a tabula rasa.

The East Timorese resistance movement is often romantically presented as a unified 
front that had only one common goal: to become a sovereign nation-state. However, 
there had always been different factions, conflicts over strategy, and betrayals. In section 
6.2. I analyse more extensively the separation of the Falintil (headed by Xanana Gusmão) 
and the Fretilin during the 1980s. This separation reverberated during the period of 
transition, as there was a permanent political tension between Xanana Gusmão and 
the Fretilin (Aucoin and Brandt 2010, 270; Wallis 2013, 135). This rivalry and tension 
became visible in the attempts of the Fretilin-dominated constituent assembly to limit 
the presidential powers, as they correctly anticipated that Gusmão would become the 
first president (Aucoin and Brandt 2010, 270). It also had consequences for how the 
military and police forces were built. 

Although there had been considerations of not having a military force at all in the 
new and independent nation-state, the status of the Falintil forces was too mythical 
to allow for its complete dismantling. However, the number of recruits was drastically 
reduced. More than 1000 fighters of the Falintil were not selected for new defence force, 
the F-FDTL (Falintil-Forças de Defesa de Timor-Leste/ Falintil-Timor-Leste Defence Force). 
This left many of them angry and disgruntled after having endured fourteen months of 
cantonment to express Falintil’s commitment to a violence-free referendum (Braithwaite, 
Charlesworth, and Soares 2012, 136). Furthermore, as the building of the defence force 
was dominated by Xanana Gusmão, and due to the tensions pointed out above, the 
Fretilin was not consulted within this process (Braithwaite, Charlesworth, and Soares 
2012, 137). The disgruntlement of ex-Falintil grew further when they were also not hired 
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into the new police force PNTL (Polícia Nacional de Timor-Leste/ Timor-Leste National 
Police). Instead, when recruiting the police force under time pressure in early 2000, the 
UNTAET relied heavily on East Timorese members of the former Indonesian National 
Police Force (POLRI - Polisi Republik Indonesia) based on their skills and experience 
(Wallis 2013, 140). The POLRI, however, was primarily remembered for its corruption 
as well as the use of torture, rape, and other illegal methods. Hence, the trust in this 
new police-force was limited (Wallis 2013, 140-1). Members of the F-FDTL saw police 
forces as “collaborators” or even as their former torturers (Braithwaite, Charlesworth, 
and Soares 2012, 139). 

As many of the processes in the transition to independence were rushed (Aucoin and 
Brandt 2010, 270; Wallis 2013, 140), the United Nations failed to seriously address these 
power plays and to foresee its consequences (Braithwaite, Charlesworth, and Soares 
2012, 137). Furthermore, the situation was deeply complex, involving a multifaceted 
historical background, personal sensibilities, disgruntled veterans and a traumatised 
population, the powerful regional position of Indonesia, as well as uncertainty about 
how long the democracy in Indonesia would hold (Braithwaite, Charlesworth, and Soares 
2012). Hence, it was perhaps impossible in the first place to correctly assess and manage 
the situation from the perspective of a foreign transition administration. Furthermore, 
the UN administration, in its function of yet another foreign body governing the territory, 
put the patience of a people that had fought for sovereignty for over more than two 
decades to the test. When I arrived in 2012 and the UN was preparing itself to leave, 
many of my interlocutors projected its departure as a good riddance. Finally, they said, 
Timor-Leste would be truly independent. Also political leaders had at times a strained 
relationship with the transitional administration, one of them remarking: “we actively 
participated in the consultative and governance mechanisms established by UNTAET 
regulations, but we were not in charge—the UN was” (Pereira 2015, 20).

Thus, although both the UN and the Timorese elites were quick to present Timor-
Leste as the first success story of international state-building in the 21st century, the 
events in the years that followed would show that this tabula rasa approach was deeply 
problematic as we will see in the following sections.  

2.5 Reconciliation and nation-state building

As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, Timor-Leste became an independent 
nation-state on 20 May 2002.  Emic narrative presents this moment as the moment 
in which a nation (come to life in the face of protracted and collective struggle) finally 
received its sovereign administrative body. If we adopt this narrative it might not be 
surprising that building that nation and that state conjointly into a smoothly working 
apparatus would harbour further challenges. The first decade of independence was 
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therefore characterised by challenges such as the need for reconciliation, truth finding, 
and justice; the development of democratic structures, very basic (or non-existing) 
bureaucratic and educational institutions, an infrastructure in ashes, and most of all, 
extremely high expectations. 

Under the auspices of the UNTAET two bodies were created to assess both truth 
and justice. First, the Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation (known mostly 
by its Portuguese acronym CAVR and henceforth referred to as such). The CAVR had 
a comprehensive mandate which included: establish the truth about human rights 
violations that took place between 1974 and 1999; prepare a comprehensive report 
based on its findings; formulate recommendations to prevent the recurrence of human 
rights violations; promote reconciliation; and implement community reconciliation 
procedures (CAVR2 2005). Apart from producing the 2,500 pages long report “Chega!” 
(Portuguese for “Enough!”), the CAVR organised public hearings, healing workshops, 
reparation schemes for victims with urgent needs and village-level participatory 
workshops about the impact of the conflict on the community (CAVR10 2005, 3). Perhaps 
the most important achievement of the commission, however, was the Community 
Reconciliation Programs (CRPs) it established (CAVR9 2005, 42). These programs focused 
on the reintegration of those guilty of the less serious (political) harmful acts (such 
as theft, minor assault, arson, killing of livestock, destruction of crops, collaboration) 
(CAVR9 2005, 3). This was especially crucial for the reintegration of ex-militia members 
into the imagined community (both locally and nationally). The CRPs were based on a 
customary ceremony of conflict resolution known as nahe biti (literally stretching the 
mat) in which victims and perpetrators face each other on a ceremonial mat, mediated 
by elders. Elements of the ceremony are truth-finding and confession, forgiveness and 
reparation. Promises that are made “on the mat” are widely considered, just like all 
other things lisan, to be enforced by the spirits of the ancestors who will send illness, 
bad luck or even death to those who breach their promises (see Babo-Soares 2004). 

The youth, however, were rarely involved in this process as they had not directly 
participated in the conflict (see ten Brinke 2013; 2016). Young people were seen to have 
had no role in the conflict and hence no need for reconciliation. Nevertheless, up until 
today, some young adults express being discriminated against for the actions of their 
families, without having been given the chance to do anything about it themselves. 
Abel’s father, for example, was a public servant in the Indonesian time and “chose the 
way of autonomy”, as Abel expressed his father’s support for the Indonesian annexation 
of East Timor. Abel told me that on social media, people from other parties single him 
out for his history and comment that a child of a traitor should not have the position 
within the ministry that he has gained. Abel, however told me: “I think politics is not a 
question of inheritance. It depends on the time we are born into. If maybe I was born 
at that time, if I would have been old enough to go into politics, I believe that I would 
not have done what my father did. (…) Because it would have been my own decision. 
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That is why I think that people do not deserve to be treated like this. In Timor-Leste we 
have to look forward. We have to create a new Timor-Leste for all the Timorese” (Abel, 
interview, 23.03.2017). Hence, Abel, and other young adults like him, suffer today due to 
the decisions taken by their parents while they themselves were never allowed a voice 
in the reconciliation process. 

The second body created under UNTAET mandate was the Serious Crimes Unit 
that was installed to try the perpetrators of “serious criminal offences” such as murder, 
rape, and torture (van Laar 2011, 35-7). The efforts of this body to bring perpetrators 
of serious crimes to justice was much less successful, mostly due to the powerful and 
uncooperative position of Indonesia, where most of the perpetrators lived. The Dili-
based Special Panels for Serious Crimes could not try those outside of East Timorese 
national territory. Therefore an ad hoc Tribunal on East Timor was set up in Jakarta. 
Its mandate was to bring to justice perpetrators within its own territorial boundaries. 
However, its mandate was very constricting (both temporally: only the months April and 
September of 1999; and geographically: only three of the thirteen districts) and there 
was a clear lack of political will to prosecute senior officials (Burgess 2004, 139).

Apart from reconciling the nation and healing the wounds of a quarter of a century 
of occupation and internal strife, it was also necessary to further develop the feeling 
of national belonging and the imagination of Timor-Leste as a nation-state. This was 
accomplished, in the first years of independence, primarily through the identification 
as non-Indonesian. During his semi-structured life-history interview (see Annex II), 
João positioned the little paper that said: “The first time I felt a citizen of Timor-Leste” 
close to the “year 2000” mark on his life-history timeline. When I asked him why, he 
brightened up after some reflection saying: “I think I felt this the most when Sergio Vieira 
de Mello33 signed our (…) primary school diplomas! So that is when I felt it. I felt that 
the diploma was different from the Indonesian! So I felt ‘now we are Timor, now we are 
independent’!” He later explained that: “It was more that the text on it was no longer 
from the Indonesian Republic, but is said United Nations Administration (…) so I felt 
really that I was Timorese when they did no longer put the logo of the Pancasila34 on my 
diploma” (João, interview, 20.03.2018). 

It is noteworthy that João’s national consciousness seems to have consisted entirely 
of being non-Indonesian at this point of his life. The same counted for Ana. Ana told 
me she realised what being East Timorese meant when she lived as an IDP (internally 
displaced person) at the port in 1999 and for the first time in her life was surrounded 
only by East Timorese. Most of all she felt it, however, when she went back to school 
in 2000 and there were no Bapak kids anymore. Hence, João and Ana felt they were 

33 Sergio Vieira de Mello, a Brazilian diplomat, was the Transitional Administrator of the UNTAET. 
34 The Pancasila was the foundational philosophical theory of the Indonesian state which was composed by five principles. 

João told me he already had to learn those principles by heart in primary school. I guess João here refers to the coat-of-
arms of the Indonesian state on which five symbols referred to the five principles of the Pancasila. 
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East Timorese before the country officially received its independence. Nevertheless, 
their feeling of national belonging was entirely based around the idea of not being 
Indonesian. Arthur (2019, 7) analyses how the East Timorese national identity was 
developed, upon independence, around the concepts of funu (war) and terus (suffering). 
This conceptualisation of national identity becomes both relevant and apparent in 
chapters 6 and 7, as they profoundly shape the generational political landscape. Hence, 
the in-between generation was socialized with an understanding of what it means to be 
East Timorese which is based on a historical time they have limited memory of and in 
which they played a marginal role. In the following section I will focus on the fault lines 
that emerged when the funu and terus were over and the common enemy disappeared. 
However, before doing so I want to focus shortly on one element that seems, over the 
years, to have been actively appropriated to fill the void of negative (non-Indonesian) 
and generationally exclusive (funu and terus) national identity: kultura and lisan. 

Just as international state-builders erroneously assumed they were dealing with a 
tabula rasa situation while they stood looking over the ashes of Dili, an historic account 
of colonisation and conflict as I present it here might erroneously create the impression 
that the lives of the East Timorese were a concatenation of violent disruptions. Although 
the disruptions, displacements and violence experienced by many people should in 
no way be downplayed, there was also continuity in people’s lives. One of the most 
important continuities in people’s lives was lisan (customary law) and the institutions 
connected to it. People were displaced from their ancestral lands and therefore often 
lost access to their ancestral houses. Many ancestral houses were destroyed during 
the occupation or fell in disrepair because people could not reach them. Ana explained 
how it was difficult for people living in Dili to travel to the districts in order to perform 
customary rituals because it was very hard to get a travel permit. Nevertheless, and 
especially in rural areas, customary institutions played a vital role in people’s lives and 
were central in holding communities together and sustaining resistance against the 
Indonesian occupation (McWilliam 2005).

Upon independence, with travel restrictions lifted and freedom to remember family 
members who were killed or had died during the occupation, as well as to celebrate 
new life, lisan gained new momentum. Ana described how, from 2000 onwards, 
suddenly everyone was travelling to the districts to perform rituals and how there were 
parties in her neighbourhood every weekend celebrating marriages, baptisms, and 
other milestones. Ancestral houses were energetically rebuilt en masse (Bovensiepen 
2014). As we have seen above, also the process of reconciliation was greatly shaped by 
customary forms of conflict resolution (Babo-Soares 2004; Kent 2011). Though lisan had 
never stopped existing and provided an important continuity in people’s lives during 
the occupation, it assumed a new kind of prominence in the post-independence years 
which neither international state-builders nor local elites had anticipated. As we will 
see in chapter 3 the vigour with which life stage ceremonies came to be celebrated, 
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and especially the amounts of cash that increasingly flowed into them, achieved such 
proportions that state and church institutions felt compelled to install limits on them 
(Silva 2014).

While at the turn of the century, being East Timorese for Ana and João meant 
not being Indonesian, most of my interlocutors in the second decade of independence 
defined being East Timorese mostly along the lines of having their own kultura and living 
with lisan. Kultura here referred primarily to folkloric traditions such as dress, dances, 
music and tais35. Lisan, on the other hand, referred to customary rights and obligations. 
These are defined in various family-based institutions that define the individual’s 
position in her family and in her community, as well as the ritual relations she has within 
them, as I will further explore in chapters 3 and 4.  Although kultura and lisan are deeply 
local, the fact that every East Timorese is considered (or imagined) to have kultura and 
live according to lisan has a profoundly unifying force. Hence, through their nation-wide 
repetition of local embeddedness, kultura and lisan create the same kind of national 
imagination that Anderson (2006, 62-3) identifies for newspapers and books.  Pedro, for 
example, told me during an FGD at his house in 2012 that: “I am Timorese because of 
kultura (…) there are many nations that have culture but I consider Timor a bit different 
because the culture of Timor is different from the culture in other nations. We have the 
uma lisan, we have barlake (ritual exchange of goods around marriage). There are the 
sacred mountains, the sacred land and the sacred stones. All of these are like symbols 
that show me that I am Timorese. Because we have these things. Because I am also part 
of it. That is why I am Timorese” (Pedro, FGD, 13.12.2012). 

When speaking about lisan in an FGD at the University, Valentim also strongly 
related lisan to his national identity. He said: “Lisan is important for our lives because if 
we would not have lisan that would mean that we would not have identity. For example, 
I speak Tetun because I am Timorese. If I would not have lisan I would not be Timorese” 
(Valentim, FGD, 23.03.2018). What is really relevant about how Valentim presents it, is 
the causal relations he conjures. While he speaks Tetun because he is Timorese, he is 
Timorese because he has lisan. It would be going into the realm of speculation to conclude 
that this unifying force, which gained momentum after independence, provided a vital 
counterpoint to the fault lines that opened up simultaneously and to which I will turn 
now. However, its centrality in providing a unifying discourse during a time in which the 
newly constituted nation-state seemed to struggle to find a common discourse and at 
times seemed to be falling apart, might certainly account to some extent for the vitality 
with which it is celebrated as a source for national belonging and pride today. 

35 Tais is a Timorese woven cloth used in ceremonies as exchange goods but also used in daily life.
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2.6 New fault lines

With the common enemy taken out of the equation, space was freed for fault lines to 
emerge. Arthur (2019, 23) states that fault lines that emerged after independence all 
centred on the “symbolic conflict of ownership and claims of the resistance, struggle, 
and suffering, as recognized by the state”. I will here identify three fault lines which are 
all connected in some way to the contestation of this ownership by different actors: 
partisan, generational, and regional fault lines. 

Firstly, as addressed earlier, past conflicts and tensions that had always existed 
within the resistance movement, but which had often been supressed for the sake of 
wining independence, resurfaced. These conflicts and tensions were, upon independence, 
instrumentalised by (members of) political parties for political leverage. This process 
started during the mandate of the UNTAET and persists, as Abel described and as I will 
show in chapter 6, until today. The parties identified themselves through their members’ 
involvement in the struggle for independence and used this discourse to gain political 
following (Babo-Soares 2012, 212). The Fretilin, now again an official political party, saw 
itself in the position to claim “exclusive rights over the assets of the resistance movement, 
including the idea of independence, the martyrs of war, the flag of the nation and even 
independence itself” (Babo-Soares 2012, 214). This created high animosity toward the 
Fretilin from other parties. Internal conflicts and murders that had taken place during 
the resistance against Indonesia were brought up in the bid for political following (Babo-
Soares 2012, 215), thereby further exacerbating the fault lines between the different 
parties. The tensions between Xanana Gusmão and the Fretilin as well as the politicisation 
of history built, in those early years of independence, a highly combustible social layer, 
that could easily be ignited, as we will see further below. Although these fault lines have 
been growing and shrinking over the years and the scale of animosity varies from election 
to election, the past with its conflicts, alliances, and heroic deeds continues to play a 
crucial role in politics and leadership today, as I will show in chapter 6. 

A second fault line that became apparent during these first years of state formation 
was a generational fault line. This fault line became most clearly visible in relation to the 
choice of a national language but is also present in other significant arenas of society as 
will be considered more extensively throughout this dissertation. Portuguese was defined 
as national language, next to the grammatically underdeveloped lingua franca Tetun 
Dili36 (with English and Indonesian defined as working languages). For the political elite, 
mostly constituted by the Portuguese-educated generation of resistance fighters, this 

36 Tetun Dili is also known as Tetun Prasa but was referred to by my research interlocutors as just Tetun. The language 
originates from the Central Malayo-Polynesian Austronesian languages. It is assumed to have developed from the also 
East Timorese language Tetun Terik. Tetun Dili was heavily influenced by the Portuguese language since the late 1700s 
and therefore displays many Portuguese loan words. When in 1981, Indonesia attempted to force the Catholic Church 
to adopt Indonesian, it chose to adopt Tetun Dili as the liturgical language instead (Williams-van Klinken, Hajek, and 
Nordlinger 2002). 
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was a logical choice (both geo-strategically and historically). For the younger generations 
who had grown up with only Indonesian, however, this choice was very problematic and 
prompted fear of being excluded from relevant positions in society and politics (Leach 
2009, 145; see also Mendes 2005, 156-7). This was exacerbated by a general dismissive 
or even derogatory discourse of the political elite about the “new” Indonesian-educated 
generation. For example, the Indonesian generation was referred to by national leaders 
as the “supermi” generation. Supermi is a brand of Indonesian instant noodles and youth 
were compared to it: weak, with an instant approach towards things and belonging to 
Indonesia (Bexley 2007, 288). Also, in the process of defining veterans of resistance, 
youth members of students’ organisations such as RENETIL were discriminated against 
(Babo-Soares 2012, 213; see also Bexley and Tchailoro 2013). 

Although many youth and student activists of the 1990s were intimidated, 
imprisoned, tortured and killed, the status of “veteran of resistance” was awarded 
almost solely to members of the Portuguese generation who were part of the armed 
resistance. Although the “Veteran Law” provided the accordance of “veteran” status 
also to members of the diplomatic or clandestine fronts, this clause excludes members 
who, next to their resistance activities, performed student activities or had paid jobs 
(§ 12, Decree Law 15/2008). Members of the Bali-based RENETIL movement (who 
played important roles in making the conflict in Timor-Leste internationally visible and 
who later campaigned actively for independence in the run up to the referendum) 
could only be present in Indonesia while registered as tertiary students. Hence, they 
were not officially recognized as veterans and their contribution to the liberation of the 
country was trivialised37. This generational fault line between the Portuguese and the 
Indonesian generations has, thus, been omnipresent in East Timorese politics ever since 
independence and is only little less so today than it was in the early 2000s. In chapter 
6 I will explore in more detail how the rift between the Portuguese and the Indonesian 
generation continues to deeply define what leadership means and how politics is done 
in Timor-Leste today. 

A third fault line to appear was a politicisation of regional affiliation, also related 
to the ongoing discussion about who had the right to claim credit for independence. 
In January 2006 a petition was signed by 159 soldiers from the west38 of Timor-Leste 
(known as loromonu) alleging that they were discriminated against by colleagues and 
superiors from the east (lorosae). Presumed grounds for this discrimination were the 
claims that the lorosae had suffered and fought more under Indonesian occupation 
(Trindade and Castro 2007, 10). In the face of insufficient reaction from the government, 

37 The contribution of women to the struggle was also trivialised (see Kent and Kinsella 2015).
38 During the 2006 crisis regional fault lines separated the eastern-most districts Viqueque, Lautem and Baucau from 

the other ten districts. People were characterised as Lorosae (or Firaku) if they were from the eastern districts or as 
Loromonu (or Kaladi) if they were from the eastern districts. See Kammen (2010), Seixas (2005), and Silva (2010) for three 
comprehensive analyses of these regional identities.
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the list of petitioners grew and in March 2006 the 595 soldiers who signed the petition 
where suddenly dismissed from the Defence Forces (F-FDTL) (Trindade and Castro 2007, 
10). Soldiers protested in the streets, clashed with the police, President Xanana Gusmão 
openly disagreed with Prime Minister Alkatiri over the dismissal of the soldiers, internal 
state conflicts became public and violence spiralled out of control (Silva 2010, 107). 
The regional classifications of lorosae/loromonu, not new in Timor-Leste (see Kammen 
2010), were politicised into a major fault line among the people, causing animosity and 
fear between people from different districts and compelling people, mostly easterners, 
to move en masse into IDP camps (Devant 2008; Silva 2010). This regionalisation of the 
conflict deeply shook the frail existence of an imagined community that had been built 
upon the idea of being not-Indonesian. In the immediate wake of the crisis, state and 
non-state institutions alike attempted to bury this division with the mantra-like slogan 
“Timor ida deit” (Timor is one), which I saw sprayed all over the walls of Dili when I 
arrived there in 2012. Especially during my first fieldwork in 2012, people would avoid 
the words lorosae and loromonu altogether or whisper them if they had to use them. 
The fear of being marked as a saboteur of the nation-state was big. During later field 
visits, people grew more comfortable in talking about those divisions. 

A World Bank Report sums up the political causes for the 2006 crisis as “past 
‘battles and betrayals’ between Fretilin and other parties, rivalries between political 
elite, institutional flaws in the creation of F-FDTL, a very weak and politicised police force, 
deep disenchantment with the first government …, as well as grievances over land and 
property rights, particularly in Dili” (World Bank 2007, 1). The aforementioned tabula 
rasa approach of state-builders and nation-builders is also pointed to as contributing 
to the crisis. The “western systems and values” instituted by a small local elite with the 
support of a large group of international advisors alienated many East Timorese from the 
government and turned the nation-state into just another (quasi-colonial) system that 
was being imposed upon the nation-state from the outside (Trindade and Castro 2007, 
14). Youth were often blamed for the escalation of violence during the crisis. Silva (2010, 
108) for example, describes those responsible for the violence as “mostly unemployed 
youths who acted in groups to burn down and/or destroy houses and other kinds of 
property” (see also Myrttinen 2010; Scambary, Gama, and Barreto 2006; World Bank 
2007). McWilliam and Traube (2011, 1) also refer to “corrosive youth unemployment” as 
one of the elements fuelling the 2006 crisis39. 

I met two young men who told me they had participated in the violence of the 
2006 crisis. However, for most of my interlocutors, especially the ones who lived in Dili 
at the time, the crisis was a moment in which their lives were suspended. Most of them 
temporarily stopped going to school or university and returned to their rural villages, as 

39 Niner (2007, 124) provides an exception to the blaming of young people for the violence by referring to the responsibility 
of elites who allegedly employed martial arts gangs to target political opponents. 
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most of the violence was happening in Dili. Some lived in IDP camps throughout Dili. For 
most of the young adults I talked to, the 2006 crisis was not only a traumatic experience 
but also a moment of awakening of political consciousness. It was then that they became 
aware of the rifts between leaders and of how dirty politics can be played. Especially, it 
was then that they learned that political leaders will not shy away from manipulating 
and using youth for their own pursuits and will not hesitate to scapegoat them for it 
afterwards. When I asked young adults during the 2017 and 2018 election campaigns 
whether they thought things could turn violent, their answer was invariably that the 
youth had learned, in 2006, that it was not worth it to let oneself be manipulated 
into violence by greedy politicians. To respect and obey leaders, as young people are 
expected to do, while at the same time not letting oneself be manipulated is, of course 
a complex exercise of social navigation. I argue that the scapegoating of young adults for 
the violence of the 2006 crisis grossly overlooks the dimension of required obedience 
and blind loyalty towards romanticised (older) political leaders. 

For Ana, the 2006 crisis was the biographical moment in which she transformed 
from a shy girl into a young woman and youth leader. She told me how she participated in 
a neighbourhood peace initiative of Idalino, an ex-youth resistance leader of Indonesian 
times. They went in and out of neighbourhoods convincing local youth to participate 
in peace initiatives. She told me about being attacked at a roadblock and saved only 
because the mob attacking her was distracted by a passing van which they decided to 
attack instead. She told me: 

So that was the situation in 2006 it was this situation that formed me and 
made me lose my fear. Because at the time I had to confront all kinds of 
people. And then I also got a role, given to me by Idalino, to lead the youth. 
He gave me that job. He made me sit at the head of the table. I was always 
the one organising them. I made the plans for where we would go. Because 
what we were doing in 2006 was reconciliation. We brought the youth from 
the thirteen districts together …. At that time, in 2006, I got the opportunity to 
go to [a seminar in] the Philippines, like for one week. So when I was there, I 
saw young people who were happy, they were organised, they had leadership 
abilities. So I was inspired by that. (Ana, interview, 28.03.2018)

Despite the deployment of a new UN mission, the period between 2006 and 2010 
was characterised by unrest caused by ongoing fighting between youth (martial art) 
gangs mostly in the streets of Dili but also in rural areas (Scambary, Gama, and Barreto 
2006), the assassination attempt on Ramos-Horta and Xanana Gusmão in 2007 (Babo-
Soares 2012, 221), and the reigniting of conflicts along party affiliation lines during the 
parliamentary elections of 2007 when Xanana Gusmão set up his own party to compete 
with the Fretilin (Nixon 2012, 147). Between 2010 and 2012 the situation calmed down 



Chapter 2

58

and the subsequent elections have been relatively peaceful and successful. Although 
deep rifts remain, especially between Xanana’s CNRT and the Fretilin, and although 
these rifts are reopened every time an election is in sight, the 2012 and 2017 elections 
were declared free and fair by (inter)national observers. 

I arrived in Timor-Leste for the first time in August of 2012. Although there had been 
a few outbursts of violence after the parliamentary election in July of 2012, by the time I 
arrived in Dili, business was back to usual, Xanana Gusmão was Prime-Minister and Taur 
Matan Ruak was President. The United Nations Integrated Mission in East Timor (UNMIT) 
that had been deployed after the 2006 crisis had made its withdrawal conditional upon 
a peaceful election. They withdrew in December of that year, just as I was leaving too. 
The political and governmental developments that have taken place since 2012 will be 
integrated in the subsequent chapters alongside my ethnographic data. 

2.7 Conclusion

In this chapter I have examined the historical events that in my view are important when 
trying to understand how politics are done, the nation-state is perceived, and citizenship 
is imagined in Timor-Leste today. Having discussed these chronologically, I will finish this 
chapter by highlighting some of the main themes that have emerged from this history 
and that are relevant for my research. 

The first theme that clearly emerges is the issue of international presence in Timor-
Leste. The history of this small half-island was profoundly impacted by the resources 
that foreign powers hoped to exploit, such as sandalwood by the Portuguese, oil by the 
Indonesians, and an international state-building success story by the United Nations40. 
The Portuguese left behind coffee, depleted forests, a Portuguese-speaking elite, an 
altered customary law system, as well as the Catholic religion. The Indonesians created 
a new generation of Indonesian-speaking East Timorese, unintentionally cemented 
Catholicism, and originated the suffering (and indirectly the heroism) that today still 
deeply defines who gets to be a leader. And finally, the United Nations brought liberal 
democracy, Human Rights, Millennium (and since 2015 Sustainable) Development 
Goals, and impressive amounts of donor money. All these foreign influences have had 
deep impact on what Timor-Leste is today as a nation and what it means to be an East 
Timorese citizen. 

40 It should be noted that there was also a brutal Japanese occupation (see Gunter 2016) and a related Australian military 
presence during the Second World War. Although the impact of the Japanese presence in East Timor should not be 
underestimated it has also, to a large extent, been silenced (Gunter 2016). Consequently, and probably in combination 
with its short duration and exclusively military nature, the Japanese did not give shape to a distinct generation. Hence, I 
do not consider it further here. 
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The second theme that emerges from the history and that I have already hinted 
at above, is the division of society in different generations. The different waves of 
international presence brought about the existence of different generations. These 
are not primarily based on age cohorts but much more on the language with which 
members of the respective generation were socialised, and the role they played in the 
resistance against the Indonesian occupation. The generational belonging, and especially 
the different levels of power and legitimacy accorded to them in terms of (national) 
leadership, have over the years generated fierce power struggles, discrimination and 
generational fault lines. These are central features of the (national) political landscape 
and deeply shape the in-betweenness in which young adults find themselves. 

The third theme centres on this in-between generation that falls between the 
cracks of generational belonging. By relying on personal memories shared with me by 
my interlocutors, I have highlighted how young adults were born into this history as it 
unfolded, and how their active memories start only toward the end of the occupation 
in the late 1990s. I also try to underscore that for the in-between generation, the 
2006 crisis was at least as formative (if not more) for their generational identity as the 
achievement of independence. Meanwhile, the in-between generation is scapegoated 
for the violent acts of a few during the 2006 crisis and its aftermath, and mostly ignored 
or contrasted with the “heroic” youth of the past when trying to contribute with positive 
actions. The theme that emerges here is of a generation that inherited a history that it 
did not create. Although this is a natural imperative (one cannot inherit something one 
created), it is crucial here that the history of the birth of the nation-state has such a 
high currency in present-day Timor-Leste, that not having shaped it disqualifies the in-
between generation for meaningful participation in the eyes of older generations. 

This leads us to the fourth, and biggest, overarching theme that runs through this 
chapter which is the birth of the nation and of the state, and the process of aligning them 
into a functioning nation-state. I have highlighted, throughout this chapter that, where 
the building of the state can be placed relatively concretely within the timespan of the 
United Nations transition administration, the birth of the East Timorese nation is harder 
to pinpoint. I have therefore analysed different moments that contributed to it through 
the course of history. To this effect I have relied on Anderson’s (2006) conceptualisation of 
a nation-state as an imagined political community. The imagination of an East Timorese 
national political community, I have argued, grew and spread only gradually through 
the territory and though time. In 1974-5 the nation was imagined by a small political 
and Portuguese-educated elite who, having been confronted with their own otherness 
in the eyes of the Portuguese, had developed a national consciousness. When they 
envisioned sovereignty as the ultimate goal for that imagined community, other East 
Timorese advocated for integration either into Portugal (UDT) or Indonesia (Apodeti). It 
would take twenty-four years of resistance against the Indonesian occupation to spread 
the imagination of an East Timorese nation more widely. There were various factors that 
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contributed to this: the outright dispossession of any kind of sovereignty in the form of 
a violent occupation, Fretilin’s popular education programs, and a shared experience by 
all East Timorese of being treated as other by the Indonesian occupying force. Where 
language plays a central role in Anderson’s conceptualisation of an imagined political 
community, I have demonstrated that in both pre-independence East Timor and in post-
independence Timor-Leste, language was always rather a complicating and dividing 
factor in the imagination of the nation. Tetun, although a potentially unifying factor, 
was not yet sufficiently developed at the time of independence to become a unifying 
national language. What emerges here is that all the factors that contributed to the 
gradually more national imagination of the political community are firmly anchored in the 
resistance against both the Portuguese and the Indonesian oppression and interrelated 
with it. Consequently, the in-between generation can be said to be the first generation 
that inherited an imagination of the political community that they themselves did not 
(or only partially) shaped. Throughout this dissertation I will show that this “not having 
been there when the nation was formed” has profound consequences for the belonging 
and the citizenship of the in-between generation. I will argue that lisan provides an 
unexpected avenue for the in-between generation by providing a national imagination 
which is not deeply imbricated with personal stories of sacrifice and resistance. This 
brings us to the last theme I want to address here.

Finally, a theme that was rather invisible during the years of the occupation, but 
which emerged all the stronger upon independence was lisan. Lisan held communities 
together and provided a base for the resistance against Indonesian occupation. Together 
with kultura it also filled the void of national identity which opened up when not 
being Indonesian lost its substance as an identity marker41. Lisan provided methods 
of reconciliation and peacebuilding and helped people reintegrate into communities 
shattered by war, displacement and betrayal. Rebuilding ancestral houses brought 
people together and gave them a renewed sense of connection and belonging. Lisan has 
both clashed with and been co-opted by the newly installed liberal democracy. Lisan has 
given the in-between generation a sense of identity but has also excluded it based on its 
gerontocratic principles, as I will further discuss in chapters 4 and 5.  

41 There were, of course, more identity markers that filled the identity void. Arthur (2019) stresses how the ideas of war 
(funu) and suffering (terus) became key to East Timorese self-identification. Leach (2017) points out that in recent years 
political elites attempted to focus more on national development and a future-oriented discourse to unify the nation. 
Nevertheless, I argue that, especially for the in-between generation, lisan has become an inclusive marker of East 
Timorese identity that does not disqualify them from membership based on their age.  
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CHAPTER 3

The problem of being in-between
History, legacy and generations in Timor-Leste

In 2017 I conducted a focus group discussion with a group of youth parliament alumni42.  
We sat under the thatched roof of the “seminar hut” that was located in the back yard 
of the State Secretary for Youth and Sports. Various small groups bent over flipcharts 
and concentrated on different exercises that I had asked them to do. One of the groups 
was brainstorming about the existence of generations in present-day Timor-Leste. I had 
asked them to think of how many generations co-exist in Timor-Leste at present and to 
develop a human character to represent each generation. This character was to have a 
name, age, a place where he/she lived, an occupation, and any other character traits they 
would like to think of. When the time came to present each of the activities to the other 
participants, the “generations” group presented three characters. Interestingly they were 
all men. When a young woman from another group pointed this out, the group retorted 
that the young man who had taken it upon himself to draw the different characters 
on the flipchart only knew how to draw men. The character of the first (Portuguese) 
generation was called João. He also had a nome de guerre which reminded of the days of 
resistance against Indonesia: “Maukoly”.  João Maukoly was born in Ainaro, in the south 
of Timor-Leste. He was 69 years old, worked at the Ministry for Education and liked to 
“educate people”. The second character (Indonesian generation) was called António and 
was born in Liquiçá, one of the western districts of Timor-Leste. He was 42 years old, had 
studied in Portugal and he worked for the State Secretary for Youth and Sports.  They 
characterised him as someone who likes to create spaces for youth to meet each other. 
Finally, the third character (from the post-independence generation) was called José. He 
was born in Baucau, in the East of the country. José was 20 years old and a student at 
the National University. He liked to “hang out with friends and participate in trainings”. 

There are various important elements to unpack in this characterisation of the 
different generations. Firstly, the participants dutifully represented the whole territory 
with one of the men having been born in the east, one in the west and one in the south 
(Dili, where we were, being in the north). It is noteworthy though, that although they had 
all been born elsewhere, they now all lived in Dili, just like the participants themselves. 

42  Timor-Leste has a youth parliament which brings together, every two to three years, youth between the ages of twelve 
and seventeen. Each sub-district (now called administrative post) selects two candidates (one male and one female). Over 
the course of two years these participants receive citizenship education during various training blocks held mostly in Dili 
during school holidays. The first group, which started in 2009 set up an association for alumni of the youth parliament 
in 2015. This association has pledged to further spread the contents they have learned during their trainings and to be a 
voice for young people of Timor-Leste. They work together with various (inter)national partners and organise activities 
and trainings for young people. 
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Secondly, like one of their female colleagues was quick to point out, it is remarkable 
that it is men who are taken as representatives of all three generations. Thirdly, João 
from the Portuguese generation has a resistance name (like most of the national leaders 
do) and both João and António (from the Indonesian generation) are depicted in what 
seems to be a military shirt with epaulettes (see picture 1). João even smokes a pipe. 
José, on the other hand, seems to wear a normal buttoned shirt and a cap on his head. 
Finally, and most importantly, note what kind of extra individualities have been added to 
these characters. The Portuguese generation “likes to educate people”, the Indonesian 
generation “likes to bring youth together” (so that they can be taught by the Portuguese 
generation), while the (post-)independence generation “likes to participate in trainings” 
(and is thus the one learning).  

This chapter discusses the different generations in Timor-Leste and the relationships 
between them. I will argue that although most Timorese present their society as divided 
into three generations (the Portuguese, the Indonesian, and the post-independence 
generation), this emic tripartite classification leaves my research interlocutors (aged 
roughly between eighteen and thirty years old) in an undefined zone. They are neither 
fully part of the Indonesian generation that was born under and socialised within the 
Indonesian occupation, nor do they fully belong to the post-independence generation 
which does not have memories of the occupation and its violent end.

In the previous chapter I have outlined a selection of the historical events that were 
crucial for what Timor-Leste is today as an independent nation-state. In this chapter I will 
show the profound impact this history had on the current generational landscape and 
especially on the position occupied by the in-between generation within it. I start this 
chapter by theorising the concept of generation in general and by scrutinising what are 
the parameters that constitute a generation in Timor-Leste. I then briefly problematise 

Picture 1: The three generations presented by the alumni of the youth parliament.
Photo by Sara ten Brinke
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the notion of a “new” generation and its contingency within the field of Timor-Leste 
studies in which I position myself. Subsequently I extensively dwell on the in-betweenness 
of my research interlocutors and on how their liminality is discursively made. Finally, I 
explore the fault lines that run through the in-between generation in order to underscore 
variations within my research population that are relevant for the discussion of their 
position, as a generation, in Timor-Leste today.  

3.1 The genesis of generations in Timor-Leste

As the alumni of the youth parliament did, most people in Timor-Leste identify three 
generations co-inhabiting the Timorese generational landscape at present: the 
Portuguese generation, the Indonesian generation, and the “new” (post-independence) 
generation. In order to understand this centrality of generations when explaining 
people’s position in society, we have to consider not only the profound impacts of 
successive phases of domination, turmoil and trauma43 in the country described above, 
but also that at the heart of the concept of generation “lies a concept of self and time 
which captures something of the essence of the human condition” (Burnett 2010, 1). 
I argue that the belonging to a generation is central to East Timorese identities. It is in 
generational belonging that a positioning in the historical biography of the young nation-
state occurs. A place in society is closely related to a place in historical time, making 
generational belonging into a crucial element of (national) identity44.

When referring to the concept of generations within the social sciences, it is 
impossible to ignore the legacy of the socio-historical approach introduced by Mannheim 
(1952, orig. 1928). In his, by now, classic essay on “The Problem of Generations”, 
Mannheim argued that what defines a generation are the specific historical and social 
events that shape a group of people in the same phase of their lives. Although Mannheim’s 
definition of generations was very influential, in the social sciences generations are often 
classified in terms of specifically defined age cohorts. I agree with Burnett (2010: 3) 
that while “cohorts are imagined by researchers and made by systems, generations are 
constituted by actors who become aware of their history”. Hence, in this dissertation 
a generation is much less based on specific age cohorts and much more on belonging, 
whether self-ascribed or ascribed by others, or a combination of both. In Timor-Leste I 
found the two main emic parameters for belonging to a generation to be: one’s role in 

43 Edmunds and Turner (2005, 561) point out the direct relation between trauma and generation formation as theorised 
by Mannheim, an aspect of Mannheim’s theory mostly ignored by the other authors discussed in this book.  Although 
the case of Timor-Leste shows that trauma plays an important role in generation formation, it also shows that trauma is 
not its only constituting element. As I illustrate in this dissertation, daily socialisation as well as education play a role in 
generation formation too. 

44 See Leach (2017). Although he does not specifically relate generational belonging to national belonging, he does take the 
issue of generations into his analysis of evolving national identity in Timor-Leste. 
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the resistance against the Indonesian occupation, and the influence of formal education, 
especially in terms of the language learned in school.

Corsten (1999) explores how some age groups define themselves as a generation 
in relation to certain socio-historical events while others do not. He concludes that it is 
of crucial importance to regard adolescence as the stage in which age cohorts tend to 
imagine themselves as a generation (Corsten 1999, 265-6). In adolescence, processes 
of identity formation are strongly related to processes of group formation. Hence, the 
moment of adolescence can be regarded as the moment in which exogenous historical 
events interweave with endogenous dynamics of group formation (Corsten 1999, 265). 
This might help us to understand why the period of schooling plays such an important 
role in the Timorese definition of generational belonging. On the other hand, Vincent 
(2005, 584) sees Corsten’s approach as too simplistic and analyses the “War Generation” 
in Britain to show how generational self-identification is actively continued throughout 
the process of ageing. This is a process that might shed light on why the Portuguese 
and the Indonesian generations have, and continue to, put so much emphasis on their 
role in the resistance against Indonesia in order to define the identity of their own 
generations.

As shown by the alumni of the youth parliament, the East Timorese classify 
themselves into three generations: the Portuguese generation refers mostly to elites 
who were educated by the Portuguese in the 1960s and 1970s and who contested the 
Indonesian occupation either as leaders of the armed resistance or in exile. They are the 
generation most fluent in Portuguese and also those who achieved the highest political 
positions upon independence. The Indonesian generation refers to the people born 
and raised under Indonesian occupation, roughly between 1975 and 1999. As we have 
seen above, Indonesia banned Portuguese around the 1980s and invested in the wider 
accessibility of education, creating a new generation who, apart from their maternal 
languages, communicated almost entirely in Indonesian. Considering the participation 
in the conflict, members of the Indonesian generation are often classified as having 
belonged to the clandestine front. Some members of the Indonesian generation are also 
considered Indonesian collaborators. Just as with the Portuguese generation, the passive 
majority of people who just lived their lives under Indonesian rule is habitually left out of 
the discussion (see Carey 2003, 26). The “new” generation refers to youth and children 
born and growing up after independence in 1999. These receive(d) their education 
mostly in the two official languages, Portuguese and Tetun. Although this generation 
of youth and children is often referred to by my interlocutors as the “new” generation, 
I have opted for describing them in this thesis as the post-independence generation to 
avoid the contingency of the term “new”, which I elaborate on further below.  

However, there is a group of young adults who belong neither fully to the 
Indonesian generation, nor fully to the post-independence generation. I have therefore 
coined their generation as an in-between generation. This generation, which constitutes 
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my research population, is composed by young adults, aged roughly between eighteen 
and thirty years old. They were born under Indonesian occupation and their childhoods 
and school careers were interrupted by the transition from occupation to independence. 
As their socialisation took place neither completely under occupation nor integrally after 
independence, I consider them as an in-between generation. While, as my research 
participants put it, their parents and grandparents hold on to “traditional” culture and 
their younger siblings navigate the realm of “alien” globalised culture, young adults 
see themselves as mediators between cultural worlds. While they did not actively 
participate in the struggle for independence, they do have memories of the Indonesian 
occupation and the transition to independence. In terms of political participation, young 
adults are often hailed as “the future of the nation”. However, they are mostly shunned 
from politics because they are considered “little children” and especially because they 
lack the most important political legitimiser in Timor-Leste: having participated in the 
struggle for independence.

In relation to the in-between generation, I would like to add a critical note to 
Corsten’s (1999) focus on adolescence as formative to a generation. What Corsten (1999) 
neglects, and what in my opinion is shown quite clearly by the case of Timor-Leste, is the 
role of education in constituting a generation. Corsten (1999) might consider education 
implicit in the phase of adolescence. However, I argue that it is pivotal to consider, not 
only how people experience socio-historical events in this moment of transition, but 
also how they are educated to see things in certain ways. In this sense, the exogenous 
forces that are constitutive for a generation, are not only the historical events, but also 
the “lenses” that older generations provide to younger generations. Hence, discursive 
constituters of a generation should be taken into account. 

Aboim and Vasconcelos (2014, 167-8), therefore, argue that “even if the sharing of 
historical commonalities can always translate into some form of shared subjectivity and 
agency, generations are primarily produced by discourses of difference, which individuals 
mobilise in multiple ways”. Taking up a Foucauldian approach to generations, the authors 
underline the discursive nature of the concept of generation and point out that it is of 
crucial importance to consider the role of the articulation of knowledge and power in the 
emergence of the idea of a generation. This reminds us that the discursive flows through 
which a generation is materialised are not free from power and negotiation. Hence, “it 
is through the act of selectively labelling historical events and groups that, in the end, 
generations rise and are kept alive” (Aboim and Vasconcelos 2014, 180). As we will see 
further below, older generations selectively use heroic historical discourse to define 
themselves, thereby creating a pressure for accomplishment and an exclusion from 
political power and legitimacy for the younger generations. Therefore, intergenerational 
discourse is crucial for the creation of a generation (Corsten 1999, 268). It is through 
engaging with both older and younger generations that the in-between generation 
constitutes itself and is constituted by others. 
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Thus, I consider a generation to be an imagined social construct with very real 
social consequences. I consider generations to constitute themselves as such through 
common and formative experiences. Adolescence and school curricula play a central 
role in this process, as they are deeply formative for human personalities. Consequently, 
generations might be loosely related to age cohorts, uniting a group of people who 
experienced specific historical events as teenagers or who shared a specific school 
curriculum. Nevertheless, I do not consider adolescence and school curricula to be the 
only possible roots of generational belonging, and I do not equate a generation directly 
to the concept of an age cohort. Rather, it is the discursive making of difference between 
them and others, practiced by groups of people who identify as a generation, that 
actually establishes a generation. In this dissertation I explore the concept of generations 
from between the cracks, from the point of view of the in-between generation. What 
characterises this generation is the fact that its defining principles are ambiguous, and 
it has mostly come into existence by exclusion from, or not feeling belonging to, other 
generations. This in-between perspective allows me to highlight the deeply constructed 
character of the concept of generation and the selective narration of events that is 
wielded to silence contradictions and present a generationally homogeneous picture. 
This provides insight into how generational belonging and generational commonality 
must be constantly constructed and reproduced to maintain its currency. An in-between 
perspective also allows me to analyse how the making of generations is deeply connected 
to (political) power and the efforts, by the powerful, to maintain the status quo. 

3.2 The changing indexicality of jerasaun foun 

On 2 June 2015 the Minister of Education and Democratic Party leader Fernando “La 
Sama” de Araújo, died of a stroke at age 52. It was a day of heavy (unusual) morning 
rain and people told me that it was raining because someone “big” had died. Facebook 
soon filled with “RIP Fernando La Sama” posts. My attention was drawn to a Facebook 
post of Paulino, written in Portuguese that read: “Today is a very sad day for the people 
of Timor-Leste because it lost a leader of the new generation … RIP mister La Sama.” 
I wondered how a 52-year-old man could be characterised as the “new” generation. 
La Sama was 12 at the time of the Indonesian invasion. He studied in Indonesia where 
he founded the RENETIL and was imprisoned for six years. Hence, by the parameters 
usually applied by my interlocutors to classify generations, he would have been part of 
the Indonesian generation, and one of the more senior members of that generation at 
that. So why was he now suddenly part of the “new” generation? Analysing this more 
closely I realised that when referring to leaders, there is a distinction between “old” and 
“new” generation leaders in which the first are those who were leaders since the first 
years of resistance, and the latter are those who became youth leaders in the 1990s (see 
Araújo 2000, 101). Rui Maria de Araújo, who was appointed Prime Minister by Xanana 
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Gusmão in 2015 was born in 1964 and is also an ex-RENETIL member. He was also often 
referred to as a leader of the “new” generation by my interlocutors. His appointment as 
Prime Minister was hailed by many as a historical moment in which the “old” generation 
of leaders made way for the “new” generation. 

In the post-independence era (the 2000s), when new research proliferated in Timor-
Leste, the Indonesian generation was widely referred to by both the Timorese themselves 
as by international researchers as the “new” generation or the Tetun “jerasaun foun”. 
Carey (2003, 24 – based on Araújo’s (2000, 101) explanation) for example states that the 
term jerasaun foun was at the time “used to denote the Indonesian-educated younger 
generation who were not part of the 1975 leadership generation and did not share 
their factionalism and party conflicts rooted in the August 1975 civil war. Their different 
intellectual formation under the Indonesian regime and their use of Bahasa [Indonesian] 
rather than Portuguese are also distinguishing features”.

Angie Bexley (2012) also refers to the Indonesian educated generation when she 
writes about the “new” generation, pejoratively nicknamed generation supermi. Also 
when addressing the issue of the introduction of Portuguese as a national language in 
the early independence years, authors refer to the divide between the old (Portuguese) 
and the “new” (Indonesian) generations (Mendes 2005). However, during my research, 
the “new” generation of Bexley (2012; see also Arthur 2019; Carey 2003; Golçalves 2012; 
Mendes 2005) was mostly referred to by young adults as the Indonesian generation. 
Hence, the “new” generation or jerasaun foun in Timor-Leste can be indexical of different 
groups. In the scholarship about the early years of independence the “new” generation 
is indexical of what today is known as the Indonesian generation. In present-day Timor-
Leste, the “new” generation can be indexical of either members of the Indonesian 
generation when speaking about them as leaders, or it can be indexical of all those who 
come after the Indonesian generation when speaking in general generational terms. 

This shows the contingency of the use of “new” to characterise a generation. 
The “new” generation is always the next generation which means that those who self-
characterise, or are characterised by others, as the “new” generation are always shifting. 
The “new” generation is thus indexical of different groups over time. Therefore, my 
interlocutors at times confused me by using “new” generation to refer, interchangeably, 
to the leaders of the Indonesian generation, to themselves, or to their younger siblings. 
This is one reason why I have opted not to refer to my research population as the “new” 
generation. The other reason is that I conceive the term in-between generation as more 
accurate in describing their position in society as a generation that falls between the 
crack of emic generational definition. They are not merely a “new” generation, they are 
standing between the occupation and post-independence generations. Furthermore, 
although my interlocutors often refer to their younger siblings as the “new” generation, 
in this thesis I refer to the children and youth born after independence as the post-
independence generation in order to avoid terminological confusion. 
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3.3 Being in-between

As I have highlighted above, my classification of in-between generation is an etic one. 
Nevertheless, it is based on the fact that young adults often presented themselves 
as being in-between things. This was also the case when I spoke to Leonor about the 
position of young adults in suku councils during my 2017 fieldwork. I knew Leonor from 
the university, although she had by then graduated. As she worked for an NGO that 
facilitated trainings for suku councils, I wanted to hear her analysis about the role of 
youth representatives in those councils. We sat in the back garden of a water-front bar 
sipping sodas. Her husband, who had come along, listened to the conversation but apart 
from nodding emphatically once in a while, barely participated in it. Speaking about how 
youth representatives seem, at times, stuck between contradictory expectations of the 
suku council and the community, as will be discussed in chapter 5, Leonor said:

“That is why I say mana, in Timor the status of the youth is something very 
complicated, it makes our lives very complicated sometimes! We go over there 
and they do not accept us, but then we go somewhere else and they also do 
not accept us. So we are in-between (iha klaran) and then we ourselves also 
start to doubt, we ask ourselves, ‘What am I supposed to do?’”

“Is that the case only in the suku council, or also other places?” I asked her.

“In other places too mana, not only in the suku council. Almost everywhere 
else as well”.

“Can you give examples?” I insisted.

“For example in the office. A government office. For example we see that if 
youth do their internship in some government office they will not give them 
any responsibility except making copies and taking out invitation letters to 
people. Nothing more. That is in government institutions. It is the same for 
public servants. If they are young they are treated in the exact same way [as 
interns] …. And then if a youth says something, people just pretend they do 
not hear it. But if it is someone else talking they will suddenly listen. That is 
the attitude people have. So we talk about it sometimes. That this is our fight 
(luta) at the moment. For the people born at the end of the 80s until now … 
it is very difficult. Because people do not accept us, wherever we go. If we say 
something they say, ‘Oh it is just a small child talking’. They call us children! I 
myself, until today I get called like that! Sometimes I feel … ahhh … !” 



The problem of being in-between

69

Leonor barely interrupted her fast pace of talking, which had increasingly become 
higher pitched, to show how she could shake with anger and frustration, teeth gritted, 
fists balled, eyes rolled back, upon being called a child as a thirty-year-old woman. She 
continued: 

“In Timor we have to fight on all levels …. Some people are lucky and they do 
not have to fight inside their families, because they have families who treat 
them as equals. But if you are a young woman … we fight double”.

I told Leonor that in my master’s thesis I had characterized her generation as an “in-
between” generation. Leonor’s eyes flashed as she came forward to the front of her 
chair: 

“Yes! That is exactly it! We are in-between! We do not know whether we 
should go here or over there!”

“You are not the Indonesian generation who fought, but also not the 
generation of post-independence, so–”

“In-between.” Leonor interrupted my unnecessary attempt to explain more 
about my understanding of her in-betweenness. Then, bringing in more emic 
descriptions of her own generation she told me: “Sometimes we sit together 
and we say that we are the generation ‘delapanpulo par terus’ (generation 
nineteen-eighty-suffering). Because it is the generation from the 80s onwards 
until 1999. We suffer!”

“But why is this?”

“Because we have no idea of where to go!”

“I find it difficult to understand why people do not want to listen to this 
generation,” I told Leonor. She thought about it for a bit. Then she explained: 
“… Right now people are in a phase … at least that is my observation … in which 
everybody is still sighing (suspira). They are still measuring and counting their 
suffering in their fight for this country. So we were born at the time but did not 
do anything yet. So they tell us to be quiet. They tell us it is not our time yet. 
We see this tendency [and then personifying someone of an older generation 
she mimicked]: ‘You don’t know anything yet so you be quiet, we are the ones 
talking now’.” (Leonor, interview, 06.04.2017)
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The most central event that has made this generation an in-between generation was the 
end of the Indonesian occupation, the transition period under the auspices of the UN and 
finally independence. Where previous generations are characterised by the nationality 
of their occupier, this generation can no longer be fully considered to be the “product” 
of one occupying force. Where the post-independence generation can be characterised 
as being “shaped” in an independent nation-state, the in-between generation cannot 
fully be so. Young adults from the in-between generation have been socialised with 
Indonesian language and culture, but also with the re-introduction of Portuguese. They 
lived their adolescence and formed their characters in a time of profound transformation 
and transition. Hence, the position of the in-between generation vis-à-vis the parameters 
for belonging to a generation in Timor-Leste – language in which they were educated and 
participation in the conflict – is very ambiguous. Young adults learned Indonesian in their 
first years of school and most consider themselves to be most proficient in Indonesian. 
However, when in 2015 an Indonesian colleague researcher hosted a workshop at the 
Faculty for Social and Political Sciences of the UNTL (National University of Timor-Leste) 
in Indonesian, I was surprised to find my research participants, even those who used a 
lot of Indonesian words when speaking Tetun to me, ask for translation to Tetun. In an 
FGD at the UNTL in 2012, Constâncio, a student of social communication, presented the 
problem to me in the following words: “Our generation has a problem with language; we 
know a little bit of Portuguese, we know a little bit of English and we know a little bit of 
Bahasa [Indonesian], that is our problem …. What we know best is Tetun” (Constâncio, 
FGD, 09.11.2012). In a study among tertiary students in Timor-Leste, Leach et al (2013, 
456-9) state that while 90 percent of the students identify their proficiency in Tetun as 
fluent, only 4.5 percent consider themselves to be fluent in Portuguese. At the same 
time however, 52 percent of the students considered fluency in Portuguese to be “very 
important” in order to be “truly Timorese”. 

The in-between-ness of this generation also results from their positioning vis-à-
vis the second parameter for generational belonging: participation in the conflict. The 
Portuguese and the Indonesian generations are characterised by their resistance against 
occupation and fight for independence (the existence of advocates for integration into 
Indonesia is mostly fully silenced). The post-independence generation is considered 
to be conflict-free and having “no idea”. Meanwhile, the in-between generation has 
both. Although young adults told me chilling stories of being on the run, of witnessing 
violence, of fear and of trauma, mostly related to the last years of occupation and the 
1999 events, this kind of conflict-knowledge and personal experience is not considered 
valid by older generations because there was no active participation in the conflict or the 
resistance, as Leonor pointed out. The fact that there were many adult Timorese who 
were also passive during the conflict is here again fully disregarded, as it does not fit in 
the discourse that is supposed to unify the nation: that every Timorese wanted – and 
fought for – independence. 
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As already discussed, Arthur (2019) postulates that East Timorese nationalism is 
based on the two concepts of funu (war) and terus (suffering). Young adults are often 
discredited by older generations on the grounds that they did not fight and did not suffer 
as the older generations did. Hence, a full access to East Timorese national belonging is 
denied to them. Remember that Leonor actually used the word “suffering” to describe 
her own generation (generation nineteen-eighty-suffering). Young adults regularly 
referred to the vocabulary of fighting and suffering in order to create a legitimate 
space for themselves in the East Timorese nation-state (ten Brinke 2013). Young adults 
themselves also often referred to their position as non-participants in the conflict with 
the phrase “we don’t know history”. In a focus group with UNTL students of Community 
Development in 2015 about local governance for example, a student replied to my 
question whether there would be a possibility for a young person to be elected xefe 
suku45 by saying: “If there is a candidate, even if he went only to primary school, we 
young people can run against him with a university degree, even a master’s degree 
and we will lose from him because people only consider history”. Also, when I asked 
them whether Timor-Leste needs a party that represents youth, their answer mostly 
focused on the fact that young people setting up a political party was either impossible 
or would not be a good idea. Here again one of the students used “knowing history” as 
the argument. He said: “I think that in order to set up a party you have to know history. 
We young people can participate in existing parties, but it cannot be us setting them 
up. It is only when the people who know history have passed away that we can set up a 
political party because by then we will also know history. Then I think it will be possible, 
but to set up a party now right away would not be good. We should only participate in 
political parties once we know history, like the history of Timor” (CD, FGD,12.06.2015).

This “knowing history” did not refer to knowing the facts about Timorese history. 
Young people who told me that they did not “know history” were perfectly able to tell me 
at least the general lines about colonial history, Indonesian occupation, the referendum 
and subsequent independence. This “knowing history” is not factual. It is much more 
experiential. To “know history” is to have personal stories to tell about a period of time 
that is now considered part of history; it is to have participated in the events that are 
now considered part of history; it is the ability to rely on personal historical legitimacy. In 
chapter 6 I will show the crucial importance of “knowing history” for political legitimacy. 
Although members from the in-between generation considered that they did not know 
history because they had fewer personal stories about conflict and resistance, they did 
consider that they knew more history (not only experientially but also theoretically) than 
their siblings. Maria made this explicit in a focus group discussion at the UNTL in 2012: 
“My younger siblings, they don’t know the history of Timor …. We still know, so we have 
a big responsibility to tell them what happened in the history of our country. We have to 

45 Xefe suku: local village chief. 
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let them know that people did not just sit down when we lost our independence, they 
have to know that blood was shed and people died, but we have to write history in a way 
that will make the people think about their roots, not in a way that people will create 
hatred about what happened” (Maria, FGD, 19.11.2012).

Hence, the position as an in-between generation is created in relationship to the 
other generations. Young adults often position themselves between the generation of 
their parents and the generation of their younger siblings in order to explain what their 
place in society is. In a focus group discussion with UNTL students about the introduction 
of Portuguese as an official language, Paulino beautifully illustrated this. Paulino, one of 
the more senior students present, prided himself on his knowledge of Portuguese and 
his active efforts to learn more of it. He stated about the Indonesian generation:

There is the generation from 1976 until 1999, those generations were 
formed in Indonesia and they say that Portuguese is too difficult and they 
see Portuguese as the language of the malae46. I had a discussion with a 
friend because in my house I wanted to start a Portuguese course for the 
younger ones and my friend said, “Are you mad you dumbass (sacana)?! Are 
you going to teach … are you going to bring the lusophone culture into your 
own house?! [Paulino laughed and continued] He brought me to sweat with 
his attack, but I replied, “It is not like that! I just want to think of ways in 
which I can prepare my younger siblings so that they will be able to integrate 
into the system of decision making of the government, decisions that are 
established in the Constitution”. That is what I told him. The generation of 
the Indonesian time always sees Portuguese as the language of the past, of 
the malae, and now they feel stupid because they cannot speak it  … but we 
have to try to tell them that if we try, it will become easier …. Some of them 
are very pessimistic, but we have to tell them and keep telling them to just try. 
(Paulino, FGD, 09.11.2012)

With this story Paulino literally positioned himself between the Indonesian generation 
above him and the generation of his younger siblings below him. As a person who is in-
between he has learned some Portuguese and so he does not share the completely anti-
Portuguese stance of the Indonesian generation. Meanwhile he wants to prepare his 
siblings so that they will actually be able to participate in the decision-making processes 
of the government (which takes place mostly in Portuguese). He also highlights, in 
his own defence towards his attacking friend, that Portuguese is a national language 
according to the Constitution. Hence, the use of Portuguese in decision-making is legal 

46 Malae is the word used in Tetun to refer to all foreigners. In this case it refers to the Portuguese. By explicitly referring 
to Portuguese as a language of the foreigners, the problematic nature of Portuguese as a language for the Timorese is 
highlighted. 
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and thus citizens have to find a way to live with that.  Furthermore, while teaching his 
younger siblings Portuguese, he sets himself the task to also convince the Indonesian 
generation that it is worth the while to learn Portuguese and to make one’s own efforts 
to gain a place in society instead of just waiting for it to happen. 

Corsten (1999, 268) refers to the centrality of intergenerational discourse for 
the creation of a generation. In this section I have shown how young adults constitute 
themselves as an in-between generation by positioning themselves between the 
Indonesian generation above them and the post-independence generation below them. 
As we have seen, Aboim and Vasconcelos (2014) highlight the centrality of knowledge 
and power and the selective labelling of historical events for the emergence of a (new) 
generation. Hence, I now turn specifically to the discursive inter-generational dimensions 
that are crucial for the place and the role young adults have in Timorese society today. 

3.4 The discursive making of liminality 

As we have seen in chapter 2, during the 1980s the resistance movement for an 
independent East Timor relied mostly on the clandestine and the diplomatic fronts, as 
the Falintil was vastly outnumbered militarily. Also, the 1980s marked a generational 
shift through the inclusion of youth and students into the resistance movement. In a 
letter to the Timorese youth from 1986, widely circulated throughout the clandestine 
networks, Xanana Gusmão underlined the importance of youth for the resistance: “I 
address myself today especially to you, Beloved Youth and Maubere47 Patriots, for you 
are the vigorous blood of our people and the promise of the future of our beloved 
Homeland, East Timor. In this bloody journey of our people, your participation in the 
struggle for national liberation is a moral duty and, above all, it is a political and historical 
obligation” (quoted in Crockford 2007, 78).

Bexley and Tchailoro (2013, 407) describe a bleaker and less heroic perspective 
on how youth and youth groups were co-opted into the struggle and controlled by 
the FALINTIL commanders for the sake of achieving national independence. They also 
state that the category of “youth” transformed from being the “hope for the nation” in 
the time of resistance, to a “violent problem” that needs to be resolved in the time of 
independence. These two issues are interlinked and of central importance for the place 
of the in-between generation in the East Timorese society today: the glorification of the 
resistance youth together with the portrayal of contemporary youth as a problem. 

The analysis of Bexley and Tchailoro (2013) regarding the involvement of the 
Indonesian generation in the resistance movement is crucial here because they show how, 

47 Maubere was a denomination for the East Timorese pejoratively used by the Portuguese colonisers. It was adopted by 
the Fretilin as a postcolonial and nationalist self-denomination. Although its intimate connection with the Fretilin has 
diminished the unifying potential of the word, Maubere is still today related to national pride. 
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during the 1980s and 1990s the resistance movement benefited from the existence of 
groups of young men who liked to drink and fight, by channelling their energy, anger and 
fascination for danger into the work of the clandestine movement (Bexley and Tchailoro 
2013, 408)48. This is crucial because it deviates so fundamentally from the image of the 
youth of the past that is presented to, and reproduced by, the in-between generation. 
Youth who like to drink and fight are often presented as a phenomenon that rose after 
independence, when youth became spoiled, lazy and without ideals to fight for. Bexley 
and Tchailoro’s (2013) analysis is also crucial because they point out how, throughout 
the struggle for independence, notions of self-sacrifice and patriotism became central 
markers of youth identity. In speaking with young adults of the in-between generation I 
often witnessed a feeling of failure among them which fuelled the idea that they were 
not deserving of the legacy that the youth before them had created. I noticed that there 
is a tendency to see themselves as inferior and forever indebted to the generations who 
liberated the country, as will be further explored in chapter 6. This is accompanied by a 
kind of bitterness about the inabilities of their own generation. 

The feeling of the members of the in-between generation, that people from the 
generations above them, at the same age, had already done a lot more “for the nation” 
than they themselves have, is felt as a burden and is carried with guilt. One young woman 
who studied at the UNTL in 2012 stated, in a focus group discussion at her university, 
that: “Youth in the past, they went to school and they learned, but their motivation to 
learn was to find ways in which they could fight for independence. But now, we go to 
school just to enjoy. We come to campus and we return home, but we don’t think like 
the people in the past. We enjoy our time and we forget what we actually have to learn. 
Every time we forget and every time we say that we have to learn. But the generation 
of the past and the generation of now … there is a very big difference” (Laura, FGD, 
27.10.2012). In the same focus group discussion Aurora added:

I also think that the youth of the past and the youth of now are different 
because the youth of the past, who fought for independence, they fought but 
they did not think about whether they would get money after independence 
was achieved. But the youth of now … I have experienced this when the 
secretary of the suku asked me to go invite other youth to participate in a 
workshop about conflict resolution. But when I invited them, the youth only 
wanted to know: “Do I get money? Is there money in it or not?” They always 
start with asking about money …. They don’t ask about whether the theme is 
important, they only ask about the money. (Aurora, FGD, 27.10.2012)

48 This in no way denies the existence of very engaged and politically aware young people who participated and sacrificed 
themselves in the clandestine movement (see Araújo 2000). It merely completes the image we have of the clandestine 
front and takes away a little of its romantic intangibility. 
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This contrast to youth from the previous generations and the negative view on the 
role youth play in society today is not only held by the youth themselves. I would even 
argue that this view is instilled by older generations’ discourse both about their own 
role in the resistance, and about role of the youth today. In a 2015 interview with a 
member of parliament of the Fretilin, himself a member of the resistance youth in the 
Indonesian time, I asked him what difference he saw between the youth of his time and 
the youth now. His answer followed the same broad framework of disappointment and 
disenchantment:

Youth do not have the political framing anymore that they had in the past, this 
is why many youth tend to become involved in violent action, in anarchism. 
Their actions are not like youth actions in the past, there is no longer the 
thought to conquer something, to fight for something good, to transform their 
lives. In the past there were also demonstrations that ended in violence and 
that were about social disobedience, but now it is a lot stronger. The qualities 
of the youth now are not comparable with the youth in the past, there is 
not such a strong sense of responsibility. (Fretilin Member of Parliament, 
interview, 26.05.2015)

Bexley and Tchailoro (2013, 412) argue that with the involvement and co-optation of 
youth into the struggle for independence, and especially through a discourse of youth-
as-heroes wielded by leaders such as Xanana Gusmão in the letter cited above, notions 
of self-sacrifice and patriotism became key markers for youth identity. This image persists 
strongly today and the in-between generation has been socialised with this view of what 
it means to be young. The profound disjuncture youth today face, is that the image of 
what a young person should be does not fit the political and social context at the moment. 
At any youth meeting, activity or celebration, youth are confronted by older generations, 
or confront each other, with the image that the youth of the past sacrificed themselves 
for the freedom of the contemporary youth, and that the contemporary youth has the 
responsibility to follow in their footsteps. In August 2015 I visited the congress of the 
alumni of the national youth parliament who were setting up an association. It was a 
two-day congress with speeches by leaders and election of the organisation’s structure 
on the first day, and a discussion about the organisation’s statute on the second day. The 
Secretary of State for Youth and Sports (himself a member of the Indonesian generation) 
was invited to give both an opening speech at the beginning and a key-note speech 
during the first day. In his opening speech he emphasised that since the Indonesian 
invasion, youth had played a very important role in the liberation of the fatherland. He 
stressed that all the suffering they had faced in their struggle had not brought them to 
give up their fight. He continued stating that now that Timor-Leste is independent, the 
youth have a big responsibility to liberate the people and that youth play an important 
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role in building the state and the nation. He admitted that youth do not get listened to 
a lot in the process of law making and then employed a phrase much used by Timorese 
youth: “But if not we, who else? And if not now, when?”

The image of youth as being only worthy when self-sacrificing and patriotic 
creates a deep disjuncture in the self-identification of the in-between generation. 
The Portuguese and the Indonesian generations are presented as a model to follow, 
although it is not clear how this ideal of youth as “courageous, patriotic, masculine 
and militarised with the higher pursuit of obtaining independence from Indonesian 
occupation” (Bexley and Tchailoro 2013, 414) can be translated to the present context. 
João told me that one of the crucial challenges of the in-between generation is that, 
while for the previous generations it was clear who they were fighting against, for the 
in-between generation there is not one enemy, it is not clear who to fight against when 
being ordered to “liberate the people”. This disjuncture might explain why members of 
the in-between generation often sound lost when speaking of their own role in society 
and when comparing themselves to older generations. It might also explain why young 
adults often present the development of the country as their battle or why youth speak 
about “liberating the people” as their role (ten Brinke 2016). 

Despite the heroification of older generations, there is also increasingly a critical 
view on what these generations have accomplished since independence. The Portuguese 
and the Indonesian generations are said to have been corrupted by power, of having 
settled for the independent country while leaving the work half done by not liberating 
the people out of poverty and illiteracy, and by politically manipulating illiterate people 
for their own benefits. They are also accused of leaving the rest of the work to the 
younger generations without caring to educate or prepare these younger generations. 
Pedro for example complained:

Our leaders always say that youth are the future of the nation, the future for 
the development, but the state should think about how to help youth so that 
they can be the future for the country and for development …. Because the 
leaders … if we speak of the leaders of now, there is a lot of private interest, it 
is stronger than the common interest. We can see that there are some leaders 
who did something for the interest of the people but their private interests 
are also always present. People only do things if they can get personal benefit 
out of it … that makes it difficult …. Our leaders have to change their mentality 
because if they don’t …. They always say that youth are the future, the future, 
the future! But there is no way in which they are helping the youth with that 
future! (Pedro, FGD, 20.11.2012)

By underscoring the failure of the previous generations, the in-between generation 
manages to create a window of legitimacy for itself. By pointing out what the previous 
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generations have not managed to do, they create a room in which there is a potential to 
contribute something to the nation, to sacrifice themselves for it, something to fight for. 
This window of opportunity allows young adults more agency to define what their role is 
and what they want to change in society. Hence, Aurora was convinced that young adults 
had a mission to make people aware of their (unjustly) negative view on youth: 

The communities now always think that youth are violent. We have to get 
together to show them that youth are not only violent, youth can also be 
constructive. For example, we have to organise discussion groups so that 
people can share their ideas, so that they can contribute to development. We 
also have to think about how to get communities to see youth more positively 
because many times, when youth make mistakes, communities immediately 
see this. They see that people fight each other, but when youth do something 
positive they don’t easily say, “Oh, the youth did this very well, they contributed 
to the development.” That is hard for them to say. So what we have to do is 
find out how to spread the message that youth don’t only make conflict but 
can also contribute to development. (Aurora, FGD, 27.10.2012)

Intergenerational debates were also often related to the (im)possibility for young 
adults to participate politically. Feeling often that they were not taken seriously and not 
allowed to give their ideas because they lacked the political legitimiser of having fought 
for independence, some of the young adults I spoke to opted for positioning themselves 
completely outside of the political structures. Young people who opted to stay outside 
the political parties or not to look for a job as a civil servant told me they did so because 
they wanted to remain free in what they thought and said. A young student from the 
UNTL told me in 2015 that he would never want to work for the state because as soon as 
he would get into the state he would no longer be allowed to criticise the state and he 
would only be allowed to express the opinions held by his superiors. When interviewing 
a member of parliament of the Fretilin, I confronted him with this view. He started by 
telling me that that view was incorrect. Then he proceeded: 

I think you do not get into the government in the first place to criticise it. 
And criticising does not have to be verbal. You can show criticism through 
your work. If I am doing my job well, with that I am criticising a person who 
does not do his job well. Indirectly I can criticise people with my behaviour. If 
people around me do not work with discipline, come to work too late, do not 
work as long as they should, indirectly I can criticise this by doing it right. It 
also depends on the level on which you want to criticise …. I believe that you 
can criticise in any place, even inside the family, but we have to know whether 
it’s appropriate. If we are inside the system we have to obey the system, and 
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we have to obey the hierarchy of the system and the structure of it. (Fretilin 
Member of Parliament, interview, 26.05.2015)

This comment is meaningful because by trying to deny the confrontation I posed, he 
actually reproduced it. Firstly, the MP seemed to assume the only criticism youth have 
toward their seniors is about their work ethic. Secondly, he confirmed that youth are not 
supposed to speak up when they get into a state job, as that is not supposedly their first 
aim in working there. And if youth have criticism then they should “lead by example” 
instead of confronting people directly. This is an important insight into how young staff 
are socialised into obedience. Finally, he stated that criticism can happen anywhere, as 
long as it is appropriate. The question is, who decides what is appropriate and what is 
not? 

While the youth who stayed outside the system brought up this curtailing of their 
freedom of expression as their reason to stay outside, there were youth active inside 
political parties and who took up civil service jobs specifically with the objective of 
understanding the system and changing it from within (see also chapter 6). This was, 
however, not always easy. In an interview with Nikolau in 2012, who was 23 years old at 
the time and active in the Fretilin, he vented his frustrations about the unwillingness of 
older Fretilin generations to accept new ideas. He told me: 

“Many times I say, ‘Why did you, in the past, win [independence] and then 
introduce democracy? If it was your wish to introduce democracy, then now 
you have to accept how the process goes and what the consequences are. 
You have to accept other people’s ideas and you have to recognise diversity 
so things can change’.” 

“And what reactions do you get?” 

“They tell me that a little child should not boss around and talk a lot. But that 
is just a challenge, I still have to speak up.”

“So what Maria said in our focus group, that many times youth are talked to 
by older people as if they were just little children is true?” I referred to the 
group discussion we had had a few days earlier with some students at the 
university in which the same topic had come up. 

“That is right. They are like this, [and then impersonating someone else, he 
turned to me and mimicked] ‘I don’t know whether you are smart or stupid, I 
don’t know what your specialisation is or your experience. The only thing that 
I consider important is whether you fought or not, what your social integrity 
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is, if you have any legitimacy’.”

“And you did not fight … and so you ….”

“I did not fight, so when I speak people do not listen,” Nikolau completed my 
sentence. (Nikolau, interview, 22.11.2012)

Youth from the in-between generation are confronted with the fact that they “did not 
fight” almost every time they want to make themselves heard politically or when they 
criticise the behaviour of members of older generations. I will return to this topic more 
extensively in the next chapters. As I have elaborated elsewhere (ten Brinke 2016), 
the in-between generation tends to frame their own place and role in society also 
in a discourse of struggle in order to create a legitimacy for themselves in a political 
landscape were any form of legitimacy is related to having fought, as Nikolau explains 
above. In 2012 Tiago was a member of the Student Front, a student organisation known 
for being more radical and the main driving force behind student demonstrations in 
Dili. Tiago also framed his own struggle in relationship to the struggle against Indonesia, 
when I asked him what the Front’s relationship to political parties was:

We tell the different parties our opinion about what is not so good and what 
could be better according to us. Sometimes we send a reclamation letter. But 
often they do not listen, they do not take us seriously, but we believe that 
time will change this, it is not too late to fight for the people. If it took 25 years 
to fight against Indonesia why would it not take a while now too? At some 
point with new leaders, with new visions, they will listen to us. The people in 
power now are from the time of resistance and they take their way of doing 
politics from that time into the system of now. And then they always say that 
they want to give opportunities for the “new” generation to participate but in 
the end it is only talk. So we wait …. At some point they will die and it will be 
our turn. All the leaders are old already, so they will die and then we will get 
the power and we will change things. We are optimistic about that. (Tiago, 
interview, 14.12.2012)

Apart from placing their own role parallel to that of previous generations who resisted 
against Indonesian occupation, Tiago refers here to another strategy of the in-between 
generation: waiting. I argue that the passive stance for which the in-between generation 
is often blamed by older generations is causally related to the disjuncture that has been 
created by these older generations by their tripartite approach of: (selective) narration 
of their own deeds; high expectations towards youth; and exclusion of youth from 
relevant (political) participation. In chapters 5 and 7 I explore in more depth how young 
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adults navigate the contradiction between being expected to participate while at the 
same time being barred from doing so in any meaningful way. Tiago also already hints 
at another element here which is connected to waiting for one’s turn and which I will 
explore in chapter 6: the idea of precedence. The focus on waiting however also shows 
that the in-between generation expects not to be a side-lined in-between generation 
for ever. As Tiago implies, the discrimination that his generation now experiences 
emanates from the Portuguese and the Indonesian generation. Hence, once they are 
no longer there, the in-between generation will be free to take over the power. It is 
impossible to predict whether the in-between generation will ever cease to be an in-
between generation. This, of course, depends on the course of history and on whether 
new parameters for generational belonging will be established. Perhaps generations will, 
at some point, cease to be relevant categories of distinction in Timor-Leste altogether. 
What Tiago’s settling in for the waiting shows, is that being an in-between generation 
does not mean to be powerless forever. However, the in-between generation is, just like 
any other generation, far from homogenous. Hence, in the next section I will consider 
different lines along which the in-between generation is divided. 

3.5 Variations of in-between-ness

Apart from the general distinguishing characteristics such as age and socio-economic 
background, there are a few distinguishing lines that I consider important to discuss 
here as they play an important role, not only in the daily lives of young adults, but also 
for their options regarding (political) participation in society: being urban or rural, being 
employed or unemployed, being a man or a woman, having or not enjoyed a certain 
level of (formal) education, and being active or passive. 

The first central distinguishing line is between urban young adults and rural young 
adults. These are of course not static categories. Young adults move back and forth 
between their (mostly rural) sukus of origin and the capital city Dili49. Most of my urban 
research participants were born in the districts and moved to Dili to go to school, to 
university, or to find work. Some move back temporarily to the districts, for example 
to take care of sick relatives. Some plan to move back for good after finishing their 
studies. Women often follow their husbands back to their villages of origin or to Dili 
after marrying. Although these categories are fluid and can change, whether a young 
adult lives in the city or in rural areas does have a great impact on her or his access to 
education, job opportunities and political participation. 

In order to access secondary education, youth living in rural areas often have to 

49  Although some of the district capitals could also be considered more urban-like areas, I here consider only Dili as being 
urban, in line with my research participants’ view on the matter.
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move to the district capitals or to Dili. The choice as to where to move is often based 
on where there is family with whom they can live. Others live in dormitories of the 
Catholic Church for a small fee. Still others, who find the dormitories and their rules too 
constricting and/or too expensive and have no family, also sometimes live with other 
youth in abandoned, borrowed or rented houses. Students aspiring to go to university 
have no choice but to move to Dili, as universities are almost non-existent in district 
capitals (with the exception or a few small faculty outposts). Also extra-curricular courses 
or informal education such as language courses or vocational trainings do not tend to 
take place outside the districts towns, most of them being limited entirely to Dili. Hence, 
living in rural areas, young adults are often restricted to subsistence agricultural activities 
and are deprived of meaningful forms of both formal and informal education. As Aurora 
told me in 2015 about her village: “In my hometown there are many youth but … they 
have their abilities, and they also have interests and want to learn things, but there are no 
opportunities to learn things. Maybe they can help out in the church, in the activities of 
the church, but apart from that there is nothing. There are small groups who sometimes 
prepare a theatre play but there are very few people participating in that. So there are 
many young people who come together in little groups but only to have fun together, and 
then they meet and then they drink and smoke together” (Aurora, interview, 12.05.2015).

The problem that Aurora describes is not restricted to the districts. Small groups 
of (mostly male) youth getting together, drinking and causing problems are also very 
often talked about in Dili as we will see further below. However, the feeling of having 
nothing to do, of being deprived of chances to learn something is much more pervasive 
in the districts. During the National Youth Forum in 2012, participants told me that they, 
as rural youth, felt abandoned by the leaders of the country and by the organisations 
running programs for youth. Also urban and educated young adults often referred to 
their rural and uneducated counterparts as “abandoned”. 

A second distinguishing line that runs through the in-between generation and that 
is very central in young people’s lives is the line that runs between employment and 
unemployment. It is needless to say that in a country with a high percentage of informal 
work, the line between employment and unemployment is murky. Nevertheless, it is a 
central topic among young adults, who define being unemployed mostly as having no 
income of their own. During my fieldwork in 2015 I asked every interviewee what was 
the biggest problem youth face in Timor-Leste at the moment. My interlocutors in Dili, 
without a single exception, replied that it was unemployment (see also UNDP 2018). For 
my rural interlocutors this was less straightforward, and problems like having no access 
to education and information were more often brought up as a central to their lives.  
A staff member of the NGO Search for Common Ground that ran quite successful youth 
leadership trainings and national and regional youth forums, connected unemployment 
with lack of access to education in telling me that:
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The problem is that many programs from NGOs or from state agencies take 
place in district capitals and barely ever go into sukus or aldeias. And that 
makes it hard for youth. What we see is that people in our network lack access 
to training. They also lack a place where they can meet. They don’t have 
training, they don’t have skills and don’t have opportunities, so it is very hard 
for them to have access to employment, especially now that there are so few 
jobs and everything is centralised at national level or at the capital level. But 
in sukus, aldeias or sub-districts, it is very hard. (SFCG, interview, 26.05.2015)

Also during the focus group discussions, both urban and rural participants placed 
unemployment somewhere in the challenges diagram (see Annex II). In these diagrams 
unemployment appeared as a challenge mostly at district level or at national level, 
which also shows that it is considered by the young adults to be a general nation-wide 
problem. As we have already seen, high levels of youth unemployment were also widely 
considered to be one of the triggers for youth involvement in the violence connected 
to the 2006 crisis. Hence, unemployment was presented by most of my interlocutors 
as directly connected to youth crime and violence, bringing about a negative cycle of 
unemployment, alcohol consumption, violent behaviour, and un-employability (see also 
World Bank 2007, 15). One of my urban interlocutors was Rafael who was a sub-district 
volunteer coordinator for the CNJTL (Nacional Youth Council of Timor-Leste) in Dili. 
When I asked him in our interview in 2015 what was, in his opinion, the biggest problem 
of the youth he replied: “I think the biggest problem is economic. The economic problem 
then becomes a motivation for youth to get involved in problems, and then what you get 
is crime …. Youth steal, youth make problems, youth get into drugs, they get drunk … the 
biggest reason for this is their economic problems. Because there are a lot of youth who 
do not have a job and therefore also do not have money. That is why they get involved 
in problems, because they do not have anything to do! That is a big problem” (Rafael, 
interview, 12.06.2015).

Rafael actually refers to two causal links between unemployment and crime. The 
first is having no money and thus resorting to crime in order to get access to money, to 
alcohol and drugs. The second causal link is boredom. This was repeated to me many 
times. People often sketched a situation to me of youth who have either finished school 
or dropped out and who have not found a job or did not try to find one. As a result, 
they do not have anything to do and hang out on the street with friends. Here they are 
easily lured into the distraction provided by alcohol (in the form of cheap palm liquor) 
and, to a lesser extent, drugs. In being unemployed, young adults drift to the periphery 
of society and increasingly have difficulties in finding ways to constructively participate 
in it. Meanwhile stigmatisation around young adults in general, and unemployed young 
men in particular, grows. However, whenever referring to the problem of unemployment 
and consequent violence, people actually always only referred to (young) men. 
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This leads me to a further dividing line that runs through the in-between generation: 
gender. This might seem overstating the obvious, yet I still opt to do so here, as this 
dividing line is crucial to the level and the scope of participation by young Timorese in 
their society. What I found triggering about the discourse presented above was that 
unemployment and mostly the violence relating to it was presented to me as the general 
problem youth face even though it concerns almost exclusively young men. Problems 
that concern young women on a wide scale, such as teenage and undesired pregnancy, 
domestic and sexual violence, and exploitation by family members, are never presented 
as general problems faced by youth (see also Myrttinen 2010, 277). They are considered 
private problems. It might be that this distinction is partially related to the realm in 
which problems take place. Where the problems concerning men (hanging around on 
the street and landing in drunken fights) happen in the public sphere, the problems 
concerning women happen in the private sphere, mostly inside the household and the 
family. However, the fact that men are taken to represent the whole of society is also 
indexical of the male domination more generally. 

Twenty-two-year-old Susana told me how family members mistreated her 
physically, tying her hands behind her back, forcing her on her knees and beating her 
when they considered she had been out of the house too often in her function as a 
suku volunteer coordinator for the CNJTL. She told me how they called her a whore and 
concluded that she must be selling herself on the street, because no normal woman 
would spend as much time on the street as she did. She told me that she does not mind 
the wounds of the physical violence because she knows they will heal, but the wounds 
left by those abusive words take a lot longer to heal and start leading their own life. 
She also told me she would like to save money to become independent but she had to 
contribute her earnings to the household. Marrying out was not an option to her either, 
as she expected to be treated the same or worse by any potential future family-in-law. 
She had considered moving into a convent, but there the rules and curfew would also 
be too restricting to be able to continue her work at the CNJTL. Hence, she decided to 
endure the treatment of her family. 

Aurora gave me examples of more subtle forms of restriction on young women. 
Having no direct family in Dili, Aurora lived with acquaintances of her parents. She called 
it “living with people” (hela ho ema). Paying no rent, many young women (and to a lesser 
extent young men) live in positions of dependency and are often regarded as cheap 
domestic servants by their hosts, as Aurora explained: “People are bad for us, and we 
have to keep things for ourselves and we have to comply with what they want. We have 
to work for them even if we have important activities to do ourselves. We must always 
finish the work for them first, and only after that we can do our own things. Another 
thing is that they don’t see us as students, they only consider that we came to live with 
them and so we have to work for them. That is a lot more important to them than fact 
that we are students” (Aurora, interview, 12.05.2015).
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As both Aurora and Susana tell us, young women who want to be active either 
through studying or through engaging in their communities (or both) are hampered by 
their dependent positions towards their (host) families and are potentially ridiculed, 
scolded, or even physically attacked for it. Although Aurora and Susana were both 
very proactive young women, supported by people outside their families and with no 
intentions of giving up, it cannot be denied that the restrictions placed on young women 
by their (host) families (in-law) have negative consequences for the extent to which 
young women can participate (politically) in their society. 

When I was conducting fieldwork in a small rural suku, the local xefe suku used to 
complain that young people, and especially young women, do not know how to talk in 
public. He repeatedly came home frustrated after public or family hearings conducted 
according to customary law principles (for example about a man being accused of raping 
a young woman) in which according to his narration the young woman in question had 
not been able to stand up for herself or to defend herself in public. He considered this the 
fault of the youth because they were not interested in participating in the community, 
in learning about leadership and about speaking in public. However, Dulce, a spirited 
young woman who had married into that same suku told me that when she stood up 
to talk in community meetings, the men used to “boo” her and tell her to shut up. Also, 
often her husband did not want her to come along because she would speak up in the 
meetings and he felt embarrassed by that. 

Various authors point to the fact that, although in pre-colonial times men and 
women were seen as complementary and were not ordered hierarchically (Trindade 
2012), Portuguese colonialism and Catholic influences profoundly transformed 
customary approaches to gender, to the detriment of the position of women (for 
example Cristalis and Scott 2005; Niner 2011). The Indonesian occupation and even the 
state-building practices of the UN during the transition period, added an element of a 
militarised and dominant masculinity (Niner 2011) which characterises male leadership 
and male behaviour in general today. Hence, within the realm of customary law, there is 
a revitalisation of institutions presented as “original” but which have been deeply shaped 
by patriarchal colonial and Catholic influences. These are coupled with an increasingly 
monetary-based economy. One of the consequences is that barlake, originally an 
exchange of goods between the families of a bride and a groom, has increasingly turned 
into a monetary transaction giving the man (and his indebted family) the idea that he 
“bought” his wife (Niner 2012, 147). This has profound consequences for young women 
as became clear when Susana cited expected violence and restrictions by a future family-
in-law as a reason not to marry. For Susana, and for many other young and active women 
I met in Dili, this was a reason to postpone marriage for as long as possible. The fact that 
most families organise themselves patrilocally further deteriorates the position of young 
and newlywed women. 

On the other hand, the emancipation of some women during the resistance against 
Indonesia, coupled with a high international presence of NGOs advocating for women’s 
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rights has also brought about more awareness for women’s rights and gender equality. 
However, these international gender equity policies are also regularly presented by male 
political and customary leaders (and also by many of my young male interlocutors) as 
yet another foreign imposition which constitutes a risk to the “real” culture of Timor-
Leste (Niner 2011, 415). Niner (2012, 148) also identifies a male backlash against 
women who increasingly demand their rights and take up their freedoms. This backlash, 
in combination with the trauma still present in society, the militarised and dominant 
masculinity, the idea that women should go “back” into traditional roles, patrilocal 
family arrangements, the monetarisation of barlake, as well as high levels of male 
unemployment and frustration, lead to alarmingly high figures of domestic violence, 
especially directed at women (Cristalis and Scott 2005; Myrttinen 2010; Niner 2011, 
2012; Simião 2006; UNDP 2013)50. 

We can thus say that the gender fault-line that runs through the in-between 
generation is highly relevant. As both Susana and Aurora expressed, the norms to 
which they are expected to conform limit their ability to study, work, and develop 
themselves. Hence, I acknowledge that the position of young women is different from 
the position of young men and that a research focussing entirely on the women of the 
in-between generation would be highly relevant. Nevertheless, I focus here on the in-
between generation as a whole because young women and men also share very relevant 
experiences that make them into a generation. Thus, throughout the following chapters 
I will treat the in-between generation as a whole, but I will also at times highlight the 
gender specificities of themes discussed when I consider these relevant. 

Finally, there are two dividing lines that often overlap. These lines are shaped by 
whether young adults enjoy tertiary education, and whether they engage actively in 
their communities. Enjoying tertiary education automatically means living in an urban 
area, where engaging in courses, extra-curricular activities, youth organisations, and 
youth sections of political parties is easier. This does however not mean that all students 
are active. It also does not mean that young adults who do not attend university are 
not active and engaged. Susana’s education, for example, was limited to high school, 
however she was engaged full-time in her community as a CNJTL volunteer. Dulce, living 
in the small rural suku where I did part of my fieldwork, had only finished high school 
and had two children to take care of. Nevertheless, she participated actively in the local 
PNDS51 structure, had given literacy classes to older illiterate women and leadership 
trainings to youth, and was one of the few women actively engaging in village meetings. 

50 Myrttinen (2010, 277) implicitly considers young men in post-independence Timor-Leste as being caught in-between 
contradictory role expectations. While they are expected to conform to “traditional” obligations, they do not enjoy the 
benefits or the status which these “traditional” systems endow on older men. On the other hand, they feel the need to 
fulfil the expectations of “imported modernity” in which prestige is defined by employment in the formal economy. This 
avenue also often remains closed to young men. Myrttinen (2010, 277) argues that it is this in-betweenness and the 
frustration about it that led to the outbursts of violence during the 2006 crisis.

51 PNDS: Programa Nasional de Desenvolvimento do Suku – National Program for Suku Development.
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Active and/or educated youth often had two types of discourses about their non-
active and/or non-educated counterparts. In one discourse, un-educated and non-active 
youth were put in the victim role as having no opportunities, no family supporting them, 
no teachers encouraging them, and no options. In this case, active and educated youth 
presented themselves as having a strong responsibility towards them. In a focus group 
with students from the Peace Centre in 2012, Luis volunteered what was necessary, in 
his view, to reduce the problems youth face: “I think to reduce it we need to look at 
intellectual people, people who go to university, because they know things. So it has to 
be the youth who go to school and university who have to transform the youth who do 
bad things …. So we are the ones who have to change things. We have to approach them 
and share our thoughts with them” (Luis, FGD, 19.11.2012).

“Sharing thoughts” (fo hanoin) with or giving advice to people who are not active 
and who did not get a solid education is a responsibility active and educated youth 
often formulated when I asked them how they saw their responsibility toward their less 
educated and active counterparts. Interestingly, Luis began by talking about educated 
people in general, and only when he realised that he was actually referring to himself, he 
switched from “them” to “we”. 

The second type of discourse of educated and active youth about their less 
educated and less active counterparts was more critical. It was often pointed out to me 
that people had the possibilities but were just too lazy to take them, or that people just 
wanted to enjoy life and not contribute to their communities. This laziness was then often 
also related to the problem of unemployment. Active youth repeatedly stated that it was 
not that hard to get a job, but it would not be offered on a silver plate, youth had to be 
pro-active if they wanted to get a job. Being engaged and actively participating in society 
would, according to some of my active interlocutors, make it easier for young people to 
find employment. However, being engaged was also often presented by young adults as 
a responsibility towards the nation-state. Cesário for example, a young man active in the 
youth section of the CNRT told me in 2012 that “we should motivate ourselves because 
our nation is waiting for our thoughts and knowledge. If the youth just sit and wait, 
how should the process of development of the nation go forward?” (Cesário, interview, 
8.12.2012). Hence, young adults who are unemployed and inactive are blamed for their 
own unemployment and presented, by their active counterparts, as failing their nation by 
sitting and waiting. However, where this waiting attitude, “laziness”, or lack of proactivity 
came from was never analysed. Here again, young adults are blamed for their behaviour, 
whereas the older generations, who have created a system in which education is startlingly 
underfunded, in which youth are continuously reminded of their own insignificance, and 
where youth proactivity is often actively discouraged, remain unaccountable. 
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3.6 Conclusion

In this chapter I have introduced my research population as an in-between generation. 
I have shown how East Timorese divide themselves into three generations: the 
Portuguese, the Indonesian, and the “new” generation. I have, however, also shown 
that based on the emic parameters that define belonging to a generation – the role one 
played in the resistance against Indonesia and the language one learned in school – there 
is one generation that falls between the cracks. It does so because it neither belongs 
entirely to the Indonesian generation, nor fully to the post-independence generation. 
This group lived through the profound transformations that surrounded independence 
as teenagers. It is this group of people that constitutes my research population and that 
I have described as an in-between generation. 

I theorised the concept of generation as an (self-)ascription which is intimately 
related to historic events that can shape how a generation perceives itself (Corsten 
1999; Edmunds and Turner 2005; Mannheim 1952). It is the lenses through which young 
people learn to see the world and themselves, as well as a repeated discourse that 
reifies differences between generations, that finally establish a generation as a body of 
belonging (Aboim and Vasconcelos 2014). It was thus the subsequent waves of foreign 
presence throughout the history of Timor-Leste that provided the fertile ground for the 
genesis of generations. However, when generational categorisation is wielded for the 
purpose of claiming power, generational belonging begins to have real consequences for 
people’s daily lives. 

I have illustrated how the term “new” generation is always the “next” generation 
and that the terminology has always been used to discredit that next generation. In 
Timor-Leste, however, the denomination of “new” is nowadays used by so many actors 
to refer to so many other actors that I was compelled to scrutinise its use in society at 
large, within academia, and within leadership denominations. Due to the confusion that 
the use of the term “new” generation can create, I have opted to use the denominations 
Portuguese, Indonesian, in-between, and post-independence generation. 

Although the characterisation of my research interlocutors as an in-between 
generation is not part of the emic generational tripartite, I have shown that young 
adults present themselves as positioned between  the Indonesian generation and the 
generation of their younger siblings. This in-betweenness expresses itself in knowledge 
of language, history, culture, and customary law. In all these different fields the in-
between generation feels it knows less than the generations above it but more than 
the generations that come after it. The in-betweenness also, however, expresses itself 
in a feeling of “not knowing where to go” as Leonor put it, and a feeling of being side-
lined at all levels. In order to understand this side-lining, I have examined how the 
discourse on youth transformed from a romantic and heroic image of youth during the 
resistance against Indonesia to youth being considered primarily as a violent problem in 
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the post-independence years. The disenfranchisement of youth today, coupled with the 
intense romantisation of the past youth, I have argued, creates a disjuncture for young 
people between what they feel (and get told) they should be, and what they are able 
(or allowed) to be in reality. It is this disjuncture, I have posited, that leads young people 
to become frustrated and apathetic and to settle for waiting for the day when the older 
generations are no longer there. 

This frustration and apathy, however, is not the reaction of all young adults 
confronted with this disjuncture. I have pointed out that there are very active and 
engaged youth, and I have thereby shown that there are significant differences within 
the in-between generation. I identified five of these fault lines throughout the last part 
of this chapter: a youth’s residence in rural or urban space defines how much access to 
education, information, and institutions they have. (Un)employment impacts how youth 
see their possible contribution to society. Gender has deep consequences for the extent 
to which one is free to participate (politically) in the public sphere and the backlash one 
faces for speaking up. And finally, a youth’s level of education often shapes their degree 
of participation in the community.

Throughout this chapter I have pointed out, for different situations, how the in-
between generation is blamed and held accountable for its behaviour in the face of a 
situation it did not create and to which it only partially contributed. Hence, as we have 
seen in the previous chapter, young unemployed men were blamed for the violence of 
the 2006 crisis without a real effort to analyse or much less address the disjuncture that 
led to their disgruntlement and their frustration in the first place. This is not to say that 
the in-between generation is a passive victim to its history and context. Much more, I 
have tried to show, throughout this chapter, that the analyses of behaviour displayed 
by young adults in Timor-Leste often seem oblivious to the fact that no generation acts 
entirely of its own accord. 

In the remainder of this dissertation I analyse the position of young adults in 
governance institutions both at the local level of the suku and at the national level of 
democratic party politics. In doing so I actively try to break open this mono-generational 
focus within the problem analysis. I consider that citizenship results from the interaction 
between culture, politics and power, and that it can be analysed as a palimpsest on 
which different languages of citizenship co-exist, overlap and overwrite each other. I also 
analyse how the in-between generation is profoundly shaped by their inter-generational 
relationships. Therefore, I add that citizenship is not only the relationship between the 
citizens and the state, but also among citizens themselves. Hence, I study the verticalities 
within horizontal citizen relationships. Consequentially, I do not only look at the position 
young adults have within the suku council and within political parties but I offer an array 
of analyses of how historical and contextual circumstances impact intergenerational 
relationships and how these, in their turn, shape the position young adults occupy 
within these institutions. 
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CHAPTER 4

Navigating the ancestral realm
Lisan, gerontocracy and deferential citizenship52

 “One thing, mana, is that lisan teaches us about love.” Pedro looked around the circle 
of young men on plastic chairs. On the dirt floor of a small local NGO office in Dili, a 
bright paper with the word domin (love) marked the centre of the circle. I had put it 
there when I asked them what impact lisan (East Timorese custom) has on love in their 
lives. After most of them painted a picture of how lisan has a negative impact on their 
(romantic) love lives, Pedro seemed to feel compelled to add another perspective. The 
other participants all looked intently back at Pedro. So did I. Over the years I had become 
used to his fast pace of speaking, and I noticed that he made an effort not to use any 
Indonesian words I did not understand. This was a favour Gilberto, another participant 
in this focus group discussion on custom, was clearly not prepared to grant me. When 
Gilberto spoke, I often turned to Pedro who would then quickly translate things for me, 
oddly enough often to Portuguese. “I don’t say that lisan is only good for love,” Pedro 
went on. “There are some things that have a negative impact on our relationships, as 
today some of our friends here have explained. But there is one thing, where I say that 
lisan teaches us something very positive about love. It makes us respect each other!” 

He briefly paused to gather his thoughts and then pointing at his chest: “I can come 
to Dili, go to university, I can be intelligent and maybe I have skills for public speaking, 
but when I go to my uma lisan, there is already a structure in place there. I cannot go 
there and claim other people’s rights. Because there it is already set. Lisan defines that 
it is your uncle who does the talking. Once your uncle dies, you can get into the position 
he is in. But as long as he is around, it will be him doing the talking. So you cannot go and 
interrupt or contradict him.” 

His speech slowed down a little, I sensed he was nearing his conclusion. “So that 
teaches us how to stick together (kesi metin) and how to love each other, how to tie 
our love to each other in our lisan. So it does not only have negative impacts, it also has 
positive impacts. Our kultura is like that. We are afraid of each other and we respect 
each other” (Pedro, FGD, 18.04.2018).

This chapter is about lisan. It delves not only into how lisan impacts the daily lives of 
the in-between generation, but also how lisan fundamentally defines people’s position 
in their communities and in society at large. Lisan can perhaps best be understood as 
all things that relate to custom. It stands for a form of governance, but one in which 
ancestors, the natural world, and spirits play an active role (Brown 2012a, 60). Lisan, 

52  Sections of this chapter have been published in the journal Citizenship Studies (see ten Brinke 2018). 
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thus “has broad spiritual, economic, political, and legal significance that determines 
the shape and structure of a community’s obligations and an individuals’ obligations 
within their community” (Cummins 2013, 145). This broad significance of lisan became 
apparent throughout my research as my interlocutors used the word lisan in a wide 
range of contexts. However, it was always related, in some way, to the relationship 
between the living and their ancestors. 

I use lisan here in the same way as my interlocutors did. Mostly, I use lisan in 
the sense of custom or customary law. It should be noted that lisan cannot simply be 
translated as customary law because it refers to more than just customary regulations 
and their enforcement. Nevertheless, in the colloquial use of lisan53 by my interlocutors 
it almost always referred to or was related in some way to a set of rules and prescriptions 
that was believed to have been passed down from the first ancestors in the respective 
lineage. Lisan was at times also used interchangeably with kultura by my interlocutors. 
Although kultura can be translated as culture, at times it also referred to custom. Hence, 
in this dissertation, when interlocutors used the word kultura to refer to something 
related to custom I use the Tetun kultura. In other instances I use the English translation. 
For the sake of clarity, however, I do not use kultura interchangeably with lisan. Rather, 
I use kultura when referring to the folkloric elements related to custom such as music, 
dance, dress, and objects used for rituals. Another word often used in relation to lisan 
was natureza (nature). As the realm of the ancestors is intimately related to sacred 
elements of nature such as rocks, plants and water streams, nature was sometimes also 
presented as involved in the blessing and punishment of humans. 

I consider lisan to manifest itself through three institutions in the daily lives of 
the in-between generation: (1) the ancestral house (uma lulik) to which their lineage 
belongs; (2) the relationships of mutual reciprocity that are established between families 
through marriage (fetosan/umane relationships); and (3) the locally agreed upon set of 
rules, known as tara bandu. These rules regulate harvest, prescribe forms of conflict 
resolution, and establish punishment for minor crimes. In each of these institutions 
ancestors have a central role. In order to facilitate the relation between the deceased 
ancestors and the living, there is a need for a mediator in all these institutions. This is 
the function of the lia nain. Lia nain literally means “owner of the word/speech”. The 
lia nain is mostly an elderly man54 who was chosen either by his predecessor or by 
the other elders to watch over an uma lulik. Lia nain know the origin myths of their 
lineage, take care of the uma lulik, and mediate between the living and the ancestors. 
Furthermore, they also mediate in conflicts between members of the community. 
They broker marriage exchange and define the number of offerings members of the 
community should contribute to rituals. 

53  In colloquial use, interlocutors sometimes also used the Indonesian word adat or even at times the Portuguese costume. 
54  Women lia nain are rare although I was told they exist in some matrilineal lineages.
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Ancestors were seen by my interlocutors as both sources of blessing and protection, 
as well as wrath and punishment if disrespected. As I will illustrate throughout this 
chapter, the fear of the ancestors is a very powerful regulator in the daily lives of the 
in-between generation. Consequently, the position of the lia nain, as the mediator 
between the living and their ancestors is a very authoritative one. The fact that lisan is 
regulated by elderly men perpetuates and strengthens its gerontocratic character. This, 
I will show throughout this and the following chapters, has profound consequences for 
the position young adults have in their communities and society at large. I argue that it 
is crucial to consider lisan when analysing citizenship because it is profoundly imbricated 
with issues of kinship, law, governance and identity. Therefore, it plays a fundamental 
role in inculcating a specific language of citizenship into young citizens.

Pedro was one of my research interlocutors who told and taught me most about 
lisan. It was Pedro, together with others, who made me aware that lisan was not 
just another element in the lives of the in-between generation. Gradually, I came to 
understand that lisan seeps into every aspect of people’s lives. I also came to understand 
that to analyse people’s position in their communities and in their nation-state, but also 
vis-à-vis other generations, would be a worthless endeavour without taking lisan into 
consideration. Hence, over the course of my research I gradually shifted my focus toward 
lisan, with Pedro readily available for explanations, anecdotes and context at every step 
of the way. 

When I realised that the experience of lisan by young men was very different 
from that of young women, I actively consulted with young women on the same topics 
I discussed with young men. Aurora was, in this sense, Pedro’s counterpart. After what 
Pedro told me in the focus group discussion quoted above, I asked Aurora about how she 
saw lisan’s impact on love. Sitting across a sticky restaurant table, after our plates had 
been cleared away she told me: “What you see in Timor, is that the people who occupy 
important positions in lisan, like the uncles for example, what you see is that they use 
lisan in the wrong way. They use it as a business, they want to make profit with it. As 
an uncle you should love your niece, and as a brother you should love your sister, but 
sometimes this gets lost because there is so much ego and then the process of lisan itself 
is used wrongly.” Slowly I understood why she had started talking about greedy uncles 
when I asked her about love. Contrary to my expectations she did not immediately 
relate my question to romantic love and issues of barlake55 as I had anticipated, she had 
related it to family love instead. “In the past,” Aurora carried on, “history tells us that our 
ancestors used lisan in order to respect one another, in order to create relations for a 
better future. But right now it is used in the wrong way. It is used wrongly”. 

She continued to explain to me how uncles see her, a young NGO worker with 
an academic education, as a source of money and how they threaten people into 

55  Barlake refers to goods exchanged at marriage (and beyond) between the families of bride and groom. 



Chapter 4

94

compliance with their economic demands. “When the uncle of my mother asks her, for 
example, he asks for US$50056. If my mum comes and brings him only US$200, he will 
send her back (for more). And he tells her that if she does not comply, he will turn her 
betel nuts upside down in the uma lulik.” I looked at her confused. “When somebody 
turns your betel nuts upside down, that means that an accident will happen to you” 
(Interview, Aurora, 26.04.2018).

The perspectives provided here by Pedro and Aurora form the extremities of the 
continuum along which young people spoke to me about lisan. Aurora and Pedro, each 
occupying one extremity on the continuum, flag a few issues that are important when 
considering lisan in Timor-Leste. On the most positive extremity, Pedro flags lisan’s power 
to hold communities together (see McWilliam 2005), to give people an identity and a 
place in their community, and also how lisan is related to both fear and loving respect 
for one another. Pedro also explains that, until his uncle dies, he will not have anything 
to say within his uma lulik. This idea of precedence (Vischer 2009a) is also a central 
element of lisan which will resurface throughout this dissertation. On the other end of 
the continuum, a darker image of lisan emerges. This extremity was mostly narrated by 
young women who, like Aurora, explained how the institutions of lisan curtailed their 
freedom. They explained how the increasing monetarisation of the barlake negotiated 
for their weddings gave their husband and family-in-law the feeling that they had 
“bought” her (see Niner 2012). They also pointed out that they would, upon marriage, 
become part of their husband’s families. Consequently, they would always occupy the 
lower status of fetosan, even in relationship to their own families of birth. Aurora thus 
flags the powerful position of elderly men vis-à-vis their juniors, especially women; the 
impact it has on the lives of young adults even if they are working and/or studying in Dili; 
the profound belief in the negative consequences of disrespecting lisan and the awe for 
the power of lisan authorities (for example, to turn one’s betel nuts upside down and 
make accidents happen); and finally the romantisation of the lives and lisan lived by 
historical ancestors. 

Custom and customary law might not be directly associated with the making and 
shaping of young adults’ liberal democratic and national citizenship. However, I will show 
throughout this dissertation that lisan plays a fundamental role in how young adults 
see and give shape to their own citizenship. This is the case not merely because the 
importance of custom and the felt presence of ancestors cannot be underestimated 
in Timor-Leste (Cummins 2010, 111). It is also because customary ways of organising 
communities profoundly shape the position of each individual in her community. In doing 
so, lisan defines people’s relationship amongst each other, hence horizontal citizenship. 
It also mediates the access young people have to the state and its institutions, hence 
vertical citizenship (Kabeer 2005). Thus, I argue that it is not possible to theorise young 

56  Timor-Leste uses the US dollar.
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adult’s political participation and citizenship without conducting a thorough analysis 
of their position within and in relation to lisan. To this end this chapter is structured 
as follows. I start by considering lisan in a broader context of customary law and its 
theorisation. I then explore how the profound belief in lisan shapes the daily lives of the 
in-between generation. I develop this notion by illuminating how the three institutions 
of lisan define the position of young adults in their community. After exploring these 
individual aspects of lisan I turn to the centrality of lisan at the level of the entire nation-
state. I close this chapter by examining how young adults navigate the realm of lisan 
from their position at the bottom of the gerontocratic hierarchy. 

4.1 Scrutinising custom

Due to its deep link to the ancestors, Aurora, as most of my interlocutors, considered 
lisan to be the ordering principle that had existed since time immemorial and had been 
passed from generation to generation by the lia nain. They also considered that it had 
held communities together through episodes of Portuguese colonialism and Indonesian 
occupation (see also McWilliam 2005; Silva 2014). It often struck me that young adults 
had a very romantic image of what lisan had been and meant in the past. Later on in 
the interview with Aurora about lisan, she told me that: “The uncles of now are not 
like the uncles of the past and the grandfathers of now are not like the grandfathers of 
the past” (Aurora, interview, 26.04.2018). Pedro was also a notorious romanticiser of 
the pre-colonial lisan. Towards the end of my 2018 fieldwork, I organized an FGD in the 
house I was minding for a few weeks. I had invited a few of my most regular interlocutors 
with whom I wanted to talk about lisan. During this FGD Pedro told us: “I believe that 
way back, when my ancestors were not Catholics yet, they lived normally, the lived like 
we do, they lived better than we do. They never did wrong, they never cursed people, 
they treated each other well” (Pedro, FGD, 08.04.2018). As we will see further below, 
Pedro also liked to highlight the more brutal sides of customary law in the days of 
his grandparents and seemed, as did others, to blame the incidental ineffectiveness 
of present-day customary law on its “softening” over the centuries. My interlocutors 
considered lisan to be something that is simultaneously unchangeable and yet different 
from what it once was. This noteworthy contradiction, I argue, arises from recognizing 
that lisan today is not the same as the pre-colonial lisan they hear about from their 
(grand)parents, while at the same time feeling that they themselves do not have the 
power and the authority to change lisan. 

My interlocutors considered lisan to be something distinctly East Timorese, to the 
point of lisan shaping and symbolising their national identity. However, the Indonesian 
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adat as described in Davidson and Henley (2007) presents startling parallels with lisan57. 
Henley and Davidson (2007, 4) state that “in many modern contexts adat refers not 
so much to a concrete body of rules and practices inherited from the past (…) but 
rather to a set of loosely related ideals which, rightly or wrongly, are associated with 
the past.” They sum up these ideals as being “authenticity, community, harmony, order 
and justice” (Henley and Davidson 2007, 4). Similarly, Obarrio points out that custom at 
times becomes a fetish that “stands for an imaginary object that is not there, a certain 
atemporal sovereignty that is nowhere to be found” (Obarrio 2010: 287). This provides 
striking parallels with how young adults referred to lisan. Although it was conjured as a 
specific body of rules that had been transmitted from the ancestors down through the 
descent line, lisan often mutated into standing for everything my interlocutors imagined 
the idealised (pre-colonial and sovereign) past to have been, as Pedro’s idealisation of 
his sin-free ancestors shows. 

Although lisan is thus often regarded by my interlocutors as a primarily pre-colonial 
ordering principle, much of the academic literature on customary law points to custom’s 
intimate relationship with colonialism. Obarrio (2010, 2014, 2018) extensively analyses 
the co-optation of customary law into both colonial and post-colonial governance in 
Mozambique, thereby highlighting that in colonial Mozambique customary law was 
co-opted so that “populations could be administered and controlled, fixed within 
territories, and mobilized as labor” (Obarrio 2010, 264; see also Comaroff and Comaroff 
2018; Gledhill 2000; Santos 2006; Sieder 2001; Sundar 2005). Where Pedro insisted that 
his ancestors had used tara bandu before the arrival of the Portuguese, Roque (2012) 
traces it back to Portuguese colonial governing practices, though these could, of course, 
have been based on the co-optation of existing practices. Hence, many of the forms 
of customary law that are seen as traditions stemming from time immemorial and the 
“ways things have always been done” are thus in fact colonial constructs or at least 
colonial manipulations of previously existing governance structures. This co-optation 
and manipulation of local governance structures did, however, not end with the demise 
of colonialism, as the case of Timor-Leste’s current decentralisation efforts clearly show. 
In chapter 5 I consider extensively how this interplay between the national state and 
the local governance structures plays out, and how young adults navigate the complex 
governance hybrid that has resulted from it. 

The value of custom in complementing the modern and democratic nation-state 
is a matter of heated debate among legal pluralism scholars. Whereas some highlight 
the value of emic and vernacular categories of governance, others warn for autocratic 
rules and the strengthening of local elites. Bamfo (2000, 152) places the criticism on the 
integration of custom and liberal democracy in a wider historical context of European 

57  Adat is Indonesian for custom. Some of my interlocutors even used adat interchangeably with lisan, just as they mixed 
other Indonesian words into their quotidian speech.
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condescension for African traditions and institutions. He offers an alternative analysis 
that stresses the public accountability of chiefs (in Ghana) towards their population and 
thus the, as he calls it, “hidden elements of democracy” present in this form of customary 
law. Boege, Brown, and Clements (2009, 14) argue that it is due to a western and state-
centric approach that non-Western states are quickly labelled “failed states”. This 
analysis, they warn, silences the local resilience and creative response of populations. 
They therefore stress that rather than considering states failed, we should analyse them 
as “hybrid political orders”. Boege, Brown, and Clements (2009, 20) urge us to consider 
customary law institutions as assets in the forging of relationships between communities 
and governments. They also point out that: “Instead of denouncing kinship-based societal 
formations as sources of corruption and nepotism, and hindrances to accountability and 
transparency, for example, one can also look at them as valuable social support networks 
that have their own checks and balances, and that can positively contribute to political 
order” (Boege, Brown, and Clements 2009, 20). 

On the other hand, Obarrio (2018, 306) criticises the fact that customary 
institutions are presented, in present-day decentralisation efforts, as the panacea for 
decentralised and plural democracies. Whereas Dean (2013, 19) describes “traditional” 
authority structures as “concurrently traditional and modern, ardently local and at the 
same time intimately connected to national and transnational events and processes”, 
Obarrio (2018, 308) considers this a fundamental paradox “in which a postcolonial 
liberal democracy enforces a modernist legislation, endorsed as progressive and future-
oriented, yet simultaneously embraces the immanent, violent legacies of colonialism 
entrenched within allegedly primordial forms of customary law and authority”. Also 
Henley and Davidson (2007, 26) note that the revivalism of custom in Indonesia has 
strengthened the position of local elites and can thus not be considered unproblematic 
democratic development. 

The continuum which exists between Pedro’s positive view on lisan and Aurora’s 
reservations about it show us that the whole spectrum of the theoretical reflections 
presented above is present in the daily lives of the in-between generation in relation 
to lisan. Identically, where some Timor-Leste scholars (see for example Brown 2012b, 
159; Tilman 2012) see lisan as a valuable contribution to a more locally sensitive 
decentralisation and a more emic democracy, others (Cristalis and Scott 2005; Niner 
2011; Trindade 2012) also underscore the violent legacies of Portuguese colonialism 
and their profound impact on lisan (for example in terms of gender norms and roles). I 
therefore do not consider it fruitful to present lisan as something only inherently violent, 
autocratic, and past-oriented; nor as a panacea for participatory and decentralised 
democracy. I do, however, consider it important to scrutinise the contemporary use of 
customary forms of governance critically. 

A fundamental critique on the adoption of customary forms of governance into 
democratic politics is the fact that it ignores what Henley and Davidson (2007, 27) refer to 
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as “customary” inequality. Obarrio (2010) also disagrees with the uncritical empowering 
of local elites under the guise of democratic decentralisation. Where different authors 
point out the problematic consequences of this unequal empowerment for women, 
both in Timor-Leste (Brown 2012; Cummins 2010) and elsewhere (Henley and Davidson 
2007; Obarrio 2014; Sundar 2005), very little is written about the consequences of this 
customary inequality for young adults (see Tom 2014 for an exception). While Cummins 
(2010, 113), for example, points out that lisan in Timor-Leste is highly patriarchal, she 
does not state that it is also highly gerontocratic. I therefore focus here primarily on the 
gerontocratic elements of customary inequality, while simultaneously acknowledging 
that, by intersection, the position of young women is often more complicated than the 
position of young men. This point became painfully clear when I asked Aurora how lisan 
impacted her rights and duties. After she told me that she considered it her right to 
receive blessing and protection from the uma lulik, she snorted and said: “Sometimes 
there are more duties than there are rights”. She continued telling me that it is her duty 
to contribute whatever her uncles ask her. “Even if the decision is bad, as women, we 
have to contribute all the same,” she told me. The problem, she said, is that she cannot 
go against it. I asked her to give me an example. 

Eh...like for example...if my father or my mother dies. If my brother asks me to 
contribute US$500 or US$700, I will never be able to tell him that I don’t have 
it. Because if I tell him I don’t have it, he will [curse me]. And whatever he says 
will really happen to me! …. So that is why I feel that this is a big challenge, 
because even if it is wrong, we cannot go against it because they are our 
uncle, or our brother. So my little brother, after I marry, if he says something 
and I go against him, he can curse my children and then all my children will 
turn out bad. 

Later on in the interview I asked Aurora whether she and her sisters talk to their little 
brother and tell him that he should not abuse the power he has. 

“Yes I do, I often talk to him,” she told me, and then, with a smile appearing 
on her face, “but sometimes he asks money for school or for some course and 
then if I don’t have the money he tells me: ‘Really? You do not want to give me 
money for school or for a course? Then in the future I will be ignorant (beik) 
like your uncles and I will extort you until you’re dead!’”

“He talks like that? So he is already starting to force you?” I asked as we both 
laughed (Aurora, interview, 26.04.2018).  

Aurora had related the story with a smile and we both laughed away the mock threats 
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of her little brother who had just finished high school and who, with his awkwardly long 
limbs and pubescent beard, looked very far removed from a mean and greedy old uncle. 
Although Aurora went on to tell me that her brother is actually very understanding of 
her sometimes tight financial situation (as she provides for all her siblings), the mocking 
in which this teenage boy coats his threats does very little to mask the huge leverage 
that brothers have over their sisters. I do not mean to trivialise the difference, here, 
between young women’s and young men’s experiences of navigating lisan. I do, however, 
want to foreground age over gender in my analysis, as there is a certain level of shared 
experience between young women and men that, in my view, is crucial to how young 
adults in Timor-Leste construct and understand their citizenship.

The positionalities of Pedro and Aurora (which are of course more nuanced than 
presented here by their statements) show us that lisan and its presence in the lives of the 
in-between generation is ambiguous if not plainly contradictory. However, it is undeniably 
there. Hence, I agree with Obarrio (2014, 2018) and Henley and Davidson (2007) that the 
revival of customary law institutions can exacerbate local inequalities (especially in terms 
of generation and gender), and that to present customary institutions as the panacea 
for democratic decentralisation is highly problematic. My own research confirms these 
concerns, as will become evident throughout this chapter and this dissertation at large. 
Much more fruitful and important, I argue, is to acknowledge and explore the profound 
centrality lisan plays in the lives of my research interlocutors and the extent to which 
it bestows them with identity, belonging, intergenerational relationships, a position in 
society, a social contract, in short, how lisan shapes a specific language that informs 
young adults what it means, according to lisan, to be a citizen. It is therefore that, in 
this chapter, I explore both the fundamental role lisan plays in the position young adults 
consider for themselves in their community and the ways in which lisan creates a highly 
unequal and mutating power field through which young adults must navigate.  

4.2 Believing in lisan

From my very first fieldwork visit in 2012, young adults referred to lisan, told me about their 
uma lulik, and explained to me how tara bandu worked. As I was researching reconciliation 
in 2012, I was mostly interested in the customary conflict resolution ceremony of nahe 
biti boot. However, virtually none of my research interlocutors had participated in a CAVR 
nahe biti boot because they were considered too young (see ten Brinke 2013). It was 
only over the course of the following years and field visits that I started to understand 
just how present lisan was in people’s daily lives. Living in Miguel’s rural village helped 
me to become aware of how much the local governance structures set up by the state 
in its decentralisation efforts have been infused with elements of lisan (see chapter 5). 
Also, hanging out with Miguel and having him tell me the stories about his village and 
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his extended family greatly enhanced my lisan-related vocabulary in Tetun. This increased 
vocabulary and understanding then made it easier for my urban interlocutors to talk to me 
about lisan. Hence, during my 2017 and 2018 fieldwork visits, lisan became just as much 
part of my regular formal and informal interviews as any other topic. 

Perhaps what surprised me most about young adults’ relationship with lisan was 
the profound belief in the role and power of their deceased ancestors in their earthly 
and daily lives. I came to realise that this profound belief in lisan and its (gerontocratic) 
institutions provided elderly men in general, and lia nain (in their role as mediators 
between my interlocutors and their ancestors) in particular, with a very powerful 
position vis-à-vis their juniors. I was puzzled at times by the fatalism of Miguel and his 
young neighbours regarding their possibilities of contributing to their community. I was 
surprised by the deferential tone young adults assumed in the face of their seniors. Even 
if in conversation with me they voiced radical ideas and criticised older generations, they 
would transform when addressing someone their senior. I was intrigued when young 
adults with a good salary told me they did not manage to save money to build a house 
or start their own business because any surplus they might have was demanded by their 
families for ritual purposes. Hence, I gradually realised that the belief in lisan, and mostly 
in the potentially devastating consequences that disrespecting it could have on their 
lives, profoundly shaped the lives of young adults and the scope of their participation. 
This was the case not only within the institutions of lisan itself, but also within local 
governance institutions as I will show in chapter 5, and even in national democratic 
politics, as I will show in chapter 6 and 7.  

On a Sunday afternoon in April 2018 I sat together for the above-mentioned FGD 
about lisan with Flávio, Pedro, Dora and Tomás. The four of them had found the time to 
help me out with some of the questions I still had about lisan. The couch table, across 
from which Dora and Flávio sat, was strewn with brightly coloured soda cans, cookies 
and yellow post-its on which the four participants had written all the keywords they 
associated with lisan. These keywords were the point of departure for our discussion. 
One of those words was “believing” (fiar). When I asked them about what believing in 
lisan meant or looked like, Tomás, who sat on the rattan couch next to me, told us: 

“For me, the first thing we believe in is the bua ho malus58. For example, if 
we build the uma lulik or do Sau Batar (corn harvest ritual) we need to chew 
bua malus. Because that was given from generation to generation. This belief 
comes from way back so we have to follow this. If we do not follow this … the 

58 Bua ho malus refers to the combination of betel nut and areca leaves. The betel nut (or areca nut) is often chewed 
together with areca leaf and a pinch of calcium hydroxide. The red mixture produced is than spat out on the floor. 
Although my research participants also chewed it when at rituals, they mostly considered it to be something for elderly 
people. Also, while Pedro liked to chew it, some of his female classmates told me they hated the taste of it and only 
chewed it when absolutely necessary. 
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elders always say that if we do not do it, it will affect our lineage. We will not 
find jobs … we will feel listless, it can make us ill, it can even kill us. That is 
what makes us adore and believe.” 

 “So does that happen if you do not chew bua malos? Or if you do not believe 
in it?” I asked.

“It is not about not chewing bua malus,” Tomás nuanced, passing his fingers 
through his impeccably styled hair. “What is important is to receive bua malus 
from the uma adat59 so that they can give us matak malirin (blessing). Like, 
for example, if the biggest part of my family lives in Dili, we do not all go there 
(to the uma lulik). But then our relatives who live in the mountains go and 
represent us. Then they chew and send the matak malirin to us in Dili and 
then it is all fine. What is important is that all our names are spoken out loud 
there.”

 “With us it is almost the same” Pedro added60. He had made himself comfortable 
on the floor under the window to my right. “When we build the uma lisan, the 
whole lineage of that uma lisan has to receive, like Tomás just said, the matak 
malirin (blessing). The bua malus is like a spirit. When we receive it, when we 
chew bua malus, it is like the Holy Ghost is coming into us. We believe that it 
can make us intelligent, it will motivate us to work, we will study diligently, we 
will be creative. All this happens when we receive our bua malus.”

I marvelled at this comparison between the spirit of the ancestors and the Catholic 
Holy Ghost. It was just another reminder of how intimately Catholic and ancestral belief 
systems are intertwined in Timor-Leste (see also Hicks 2004).  Hence, after Pedro told 
us extensively in his quick staccato pace about also adoring the sacred trees, rocks and 
wells according to what he had learned from his lineage, I asked the group whether the 
Holy Ghost Pedro referred to was the same as the Catholic one. Pedro considered it 
the same thing. Tomás, however, had more to say about it. “For me it is like this: in the 
church we believe in God. Now, the Holy Ghost that we believe in in the uma adat is the 
spirit of our grandparents, of our ancestors (bei ala sira). So we in Timor, almost all of us 
believe in animism, in the sacred rocks. So the ancestors when they die … the spirit of 
matak malirin is from the ancestors. It means they are looking after us.” 

He went on to expound how it was during Portuguese colonialism that people 
started to differentiate between believing in God and being animist and he finished 

59 The uma lulik was also referred to by my interlocutors as uma adat (Indonesian) or uma lisan. 
60 While discussing lisan in FGDs, participants were always mostly interested in the variations between the lisan rules of 

their own lineage and those of others. 
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showing that for him these two things were not separate at all: “When I pray, I always 
invoke God first, then Our Lady, then my uma adat, then my Rai Timor (Land of Timor), 
then the sacred nature of Dili, then my Foho Ramelau, Kablaki, Tasi Feto and Tasi 
Mane61... I pray to them all! Every day I pray to them. That is because I believe” (FGD, 
08.04.2018).

What Pedro and Tomás show us here is not only the complex ways in which 
Catholic and ancestral belief systems intersect, but also how profoundly present both 
are in the lives of young, urban, and academic East Timorese. Although the elders were 
often invoked by my interlocutors as the highest authority on all things lisan, this did not 
take away from young adults themselves being deeply convinced of the impact deceased 
ancestors could have on their lives, both for the better or for the worse. Although 
ancestors could give their blessing and thereby make people intelligent, diligent and 
motivated, they could also be harsh and unforgiving. As we will see in chapter 6 young 
adults considered that God was forgiving (sometimes too forgiving) but that ancestors 
would never forgive a misstep. Hence, young adults firmly believe that lisan has an 
impact on their daily lives. What is tricky about lisan, however, is that although it is so 
defining for the daily lives of the in-between generation, they themselves consider that 
they have no power to decide how lisan is done or to negotiate with angry ancestors. 
Young adults thus see themselves as dependent on those who can mediate between 
them and their ancestors. 

There is, of course, always room for manoeuvring. Just as family members living 
in the rural areas can “transfer” blessing to their urban and busy counterparts, the 
power of mediators is also not always considered as absolute. Aurora told me that she 
believed that if an uncle asked money from her for a ritual and she refused because she 
honestly did not have any money, the ancestors would not punish her. Nevertheless, 
she was convinced that if an uncle or her brother cursed her future children because 
she did not contribute to the ritual, her children would indeed be born handicapped, 
if at all. Edite had grown up in a foster home. She had family but barely knew them. 
She knew the name of her uma lulik but had never been there. Edite was less afraid of 
the cursing potential of her family than Aurora was, and she believed that, in the first 
place, her ancestors would protect her rather than punish her. This difference is telling 
about where young adults’ fear of lisan and ancestral retribution comes from and how 
its threat is used as a disciplining and controlling mechanism by older generations in the 
extended family. Nevertheless, Edite believed just as much in the possibility of being 
punished by the ancestors as Aurora did. She just believed less in the power of humans 
to invoke or bring about such punishment. 

61 The Ramelau and Kablaki mountains are considered sacred by many Timorese. Tasi Feto (female sea) stands for the north 
coast of Timor-Leste and Tasi Mane (male sea) for its south coast. Although I had never before heard these two coasts 
being referred to as sacred, they are often named as a delimitation of the land of Timor (Rai Timor), thereby seeming to 
be indexical primarily for everything that lies between them, rather than to the coastline in itself. 
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The punishment of the ancestors is sometimes straightforward and sometimes it 
is necessary to look, with the help of intermediaries, for the causes of lisan-inflicted 
disease, accidents or death. Complicating the search for the sources of ancestral wrath 
is the existence of black magic (known as fekit, which also makes use of ancestral power) 
and the fact that an individual can be punished for a bad deed of a family member. 
Hence, Dora told me once of her nephew who was severely ill because some members 
of her family did not live according to the rules of lisan. Tomás told us how he had almost 
died as an infant due to ancestral anger about the strained relationship between his 
mother and his maternal grandfather. Thus, the causes of ancestral-induced suffering 
can be varied and difficult to trace. Often, only a lia nain or a matan dook (clairvoyant/
sorcerer) can find out what the problem is. Again, young adults are dependent on the 
mediation of the elders. Consequentially, whenever my research participants fell ill they 
would phone their parents and ask them to go to the uma lulik to find out what the 
source of the illness was and to perform the necessary rituals for them. This was also 
the case for Helena. 

During my 2015 fieldwork my friend Helena abruptly travelled to her home district 
over the weekend and was therefore not able to meet me as planned. Later that week 
she came to visit me and we went for a walk to the beach with her five-year old nephew 
trailing us. In between her admonishments to him to stay close, not cross the street, 
not touch the dirty plastic waste on the beach and not to fool around too much, she 
told me about an uncommon rash she had had on her back. Worried, she had contacted 
her parents and they had gone to the lia nain. It turned out someone in the family was 
jealous of Helena as she was about to graduate from university. She had talked to the 
presumed inflictors of her disease and explained to them that her success at university 
studies was a good thing for the whole lineage, not only her nuclear family. Though at 
the time the other party had agreed and apologised, she had been feeling ill again so 
after consultation with her father she had been called to come back to the uma lulik 
in order to perform more rituals. This disease, sent by angry ancestors through bees, 
according to Helena’s father, could give her a “short future” and so it was important 
that this issue be dealt with as soon as possible. Helena had thus gone to her boss and 
asked for a Friday off to travel home, which he had promptly granted, acknowledging 
that these kinds of illnesses are dangerous. And so she had travelled home to perform a 
ritual at the uma lulik.

It is remarkable that the illness returning in no way convinced Helena that its cause 
might not be related to lisan or black magic. On the contrary, it showed her (and her 
father) that not enough lisan had been performed yet in order to effectively cure it. 
In different focus groups discussions about lisan, participants told me that if one has 
an illness for which there is no medical explanation or cure, it is clear that the illness 
is related to lisan. In that case going to the doctor or the hospital is a waste of time. 
One would be better served by the lia nain or a matan dook. However, whereas when 
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medicine was unable to solve a disease this pointed to the medical ineffectiveness, the 
inability of a lia nain or a matan dook to cure a disease never pointed toward customary 
ineffectiveness. It never convinced my interlocutors that lisan was not the cause of, or 
the cure for, the disease. Instead it was assumed that the lia nain had not managed to 
find the real root of the problem or that the rituals performed had not been enough to 
pacify the anger of the ancestors (see also Barnes 2011). 

Apart from illness, my research interlocutors were also convinced that accidents 
are caused by angry ancestors. A story shared by Pedro in the FGD with Tomás, Flávio 
and Dora clearly shows how this is understood by my interlocutors. On the day I arrived 
in Dili for my last fieldwork in 2018, I went looking for Pedro. There had been the habitual 
excited hugs, fast talking because there was so much to catch up on, a lot of laughter, 
holding hands, and friendly slaps on the cheek. “What happened to you?” I pointed at 
the fresh scars on Pedro’s face. Pedro lit a cigarette and said, exhaling smoke: “I was 
drunk and I fell with a motorbike”. During the focus group discussion I hesitantly asked 
whether participants had experience with being punished by the ancestors. I was not 
sure whether it was a taboo to talk about such things but Pedro readily started to tell his 
story - a story significantly different from the first version he had told me:  

“The cause of why I fell with my motorbike recently, the real cause, was like 
this. Before my accident we were to have an event in our uma lulik … from all 
the lineages, all the men, from the youngest till the oldest had to bring a pig. 
So at that time my mother called me and told me that …. But I, with a bit of 
emotion, I spoke up against my mother …: ‘Ah! I don’t have money, you just 
do it over there, I don’t have to go, you just do the things over there, I have no 
money’. So these words–”

“Made the ancestors angry,” Tomás completed, leaning forward to the table 
to get a cookie.

“Made them feel like I don’t want to belong to them,” Pedro continued, “so 
my mother immediately told me: ‘Hai! You cannot say something like that!’ 
My mother straightaway spoke out a blessing against my words. I heard it over 
the phone. She did it in our mother tongue, she asked the ancestors to forgive 
me, she told them, ‘This child does not know anything, consider it like a dog 
barking or a rooster crowing, do not listen to him, these are not the words of 
an adult’ …. So my mother was saying these words but I could not bother. I 
just hung up the phone. My mother called me back two or three times, but I 
did not pick up anymore.”

Dora made a face as if she had tasted something nasty, wrinkling her dark brown 
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skin and emphasising her high cheekbones. “You’re dead,” she commented.

“So then my mother asked my sister to call,” Pedro continued ignoring Dora, 
“and I said the same. Four people called me in total, but I said the same to all 
of them. And they all told me, ‘You cannot talk like this, this is our lisan, you 
cannot say these things’”.

“You were being very stubborn,” Tomás reprimanded him. 

Flavio smiled in silence. That his best friend was stubborn was probably no 
news to him.

Pedro agreed: “I was really stubborn. And I was very confident. They told me 
I could not talk like that, that the ancestors would punish me. I said, ‘I don’t 
believe it. I only believe in God,’ I told them. That is what I told them. And 
then something happened. Because in 2016, mana, [he turned to me], I was 
working with Alberto and almost every day I was drinking at least two bottles 
of red wine. I was always drunk, mana! But I drove my motorbike everywhere 
and I never once had an accident!” 

His fingers played with the short beard hair on his chin.

“So one of my friends from high school got married at the Areia Branca beach 
in a hotel there. His father invited all of us who used to go to school with him 
to join the party. So we all went. The ceremony took until about 3 p.m. and 
I went home at around 6 p.m. I drank, but I did not drink much. At the time 
I had borrowed my neighbour’s motorbike …. Suddenly it was like something 
was pulling me, I got up, I took my key and I went out. I did not tell any of my 
friends I was leaving. They thought I was going to the toilet. But I just took the 
motorbike and left. I only remember that I passed the government palace, but 
I don’t remember where the accident happened. I fell. The motorbike did not 
have a siiingle scratch! But my mouth was a total mess and here under my eye.” 

Pedro pointed at the still pink spot on his left cheekbone which had called my 
attention when seeing him on my first day in Dili. 

“That shows that–” Dora started her analysis, but Pedro cut her short.

“People found me and brought me to the hospital. I only woke up when they 
had finished stitching me up”. 
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“And your friends were still at the party?” Tomás asked incredulous.

“Yes! They were still at the party.”

“And they did not know what happened to you?” 

“No they did not know!”

“Probably you fell in Colmera,” Dora offered.

“I have no idea.” Pedro told us how his mother had come to Dili as soon as she 
heard of the accident. “When she arrived she saw my mouth.”

“Your mouth was what made the mistake” Tomás analysed. 

“Exactly,” Pedro agreed again. 

His mother had told him that his wounded mouth showed him he had to watch it. She 
told him to come back home to “call back his soul”. Pedro narrated how the lia nain 
at his uma lulik performed a ceremony to call his soul back to his body after it was 
frightened away from him by the accident. He told us his soul came back in the form of 
a grasshopper that the lia nain caught, squeezed and smeared over the white piece of 
cord Pedro was now wearing around his right wrist (FGD, 08.04.2018). 

I thought it was intriguing that Pedro had two stories about the accident. During 
the years of our acquaintance I was never sure Pedro fully believed in lisan, or whether 
his engagement with it sprang from social conformity. This seems to be confirmed when 
Pedro tells his family to do the ceremony without him and that he only believes in God. 
Nevertheless, it did seem that Pedro considered the anger of his ancestors, in the face 
of his disrespect towards them, a plausible explanation for the accident. There is no 
way of really knowing what Pedro did or did not believe in the privacy of his own mind. 
More important, however, is that this discourse of causality was completely natural to 
my interlocutors. Death, disease and accidents were always explained to me in terms of 
ancestral wrath. Agnes, a young woman who had studied abroad and who confided in 
me that she did not believe any of it, considered it a coping mechanism for people to 
deal with things they cannot explain. She was, however, the only young Timorese I spoke 
to, who was not afraid of the wrath of the ancestors because she did not believe in the 
possibility of its existence.

In conclusion, the belief in lisan, and especially in the real consequences of 
ancestral wrath have consequences for how young adults participate (or not) in their 
communities and how they relate to their seniors. The fear of having her betel nuts 
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turned upside down in the uma lulik compelled Aurora to comply with the demands for 
ritual expenditure voiced by her uncles just as it compelled her own mother to do so. The 
fear of becoming sick compelled other young interlocutors to live according to the rules 
of lisan as prescribed by the lia nain of their uma lulik. And the fear of another accident 
might lead Pedro to comply with the demands of his own uma lulik the next time he 
is asked to do so. Hence, I argue that the belief in lisan and in the exclusive mediating 
power of elders and lia nain, creates a highly unequal generational power field. It puts 
young adults in a position of dependency towards their seniors, which reinforces more 
general gerontocratic organisational principles. These intergenerational relationships 
with regards to lisan play out in three institutions of lisan (the uma lulik, fetosan/umane 
relationships and tara bandu regulation). Each of these institutions defines the position 
of the individual in her family and community. Each of these institutions is tightly related 
to the ancestors and each of these institutions is controlled and shaped by (primarily) 
male elders. It is to these three institutions that I now turn. 

4.3 Customary citizenship’s institutions

As I discussed in the introduction of this dissertation, general conceptualisations of 
citizenship put the relation between the individual and the state at the heart of the 
discussion. In contrast, feminist scholarship on citizenship has underscored that the 
daily lives of citizens are defined by much more than their relationship with the state. 
They have furthermore pointed out that even the relationship between the citizens 
and the state is, in itself, heavily mediated by the contexts and power relations in 
which individuals are embedded. Yuval-Davis (1999, 131), therefore, reminds us that 
membership, as well as the rights and responsibilities related to it depend not only on 
the state but are also mediated at other (both sub-state and supra-state) levels. It is 
therefore crucial, when analysing citizenship, to explore these other collectivities and 
polities in which people are embedded. David Hicks (2007, 15) argues that the values 
that define the social identity of East Timorese individuals at the level of the suku are 
“male authority, primacy of elder over younger, social status arising from birth, and rank 
validated by ancestral myths”. 

I posit that all these values identified by Hicks (2007) stem from and come together 
in three institutions of customary law. I consider that these do not only play a central 
role in giving shape to people’s position in sub-state collectivities, but also that they 
fundamentally define the relationship between the citizens and their state. Deborah 
Cummins (2013, 153) for example, argues that in Timor-Leste “the formal institutions 
of the state are less important in [people’s] daily lives than the informal institutions”, 
and that instead, customary law institutions constitute the “primary source of law and 
governance”. In chapter 5 I will extensively explore how customary law institutions form 
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a primary source of law and governance at the local level. However, before turning to the 
level of governance, I assert that it is important to explore how customary law institutions 
shape the position of the individual in her family and community. This individual position 
will then be fundamental to understand people’s position in other collectivities and 
polities, both locally (chapter 5) and nationally (chapter 6 and 7).  

The realm of lisan is complex and multifaceted. Young adults always told me 
that they themselves did not know everything about their own lisan and also did not 
understand how all its institutions worked in every detail. Luis told me that only the lia 
nain knows everything. The lia nain will wait until the end of his life and only then pick 
a successor to whom he really tells everything. Although Luis had gotten pieces and 
snippets of stories and explanations from his own elders, he said they would never tell 
him everything. This is because when a lia nain has told someone else everything, he 
knows his task on earth is fulfilled and he will die. Consequently, the three institutions of 
lisan that I present here are the most visible ones and the ones that are most present in 
daily and informal conversations. This does not mean that they are the only customary 
institutions that mediate people’s position in their community. I have here chosen 
to focus on (1) the uma lulik, (2) fetosan/umane relationships, and (3) tara bandu as 
they were most explicitly used by my interlocutors to explain their position in their 
communities and their rights and duties within them. 

Firstly, let us consider the uma lulik (ancestral house). The uma lulik has a double 
meaning, referring both to the physical house that is built for the ancestors, where 
sacred objects are kept and ceremonies performed, and to the “social structures that 
guide relationships between members [of the uma lulik] and between the natural, social 
and ancestral worlds” (Tilman 2012, 192; see also Ospina and Hohe 2002). In this system, 
the individual knows which role she occupies in her family and in her descent line and 
consequently in a hierarchical network of mutual obligation (Magno and Coa 2012, 166). 
The responsibility for the uma lulik rests on the shoulders of the lia nain who prays for 
the success and safety of lineage members and plays a central role in conflict resolution 
(Tilman 2012, 193). 

While visiting the uma lulik for ceremonies, the individual member is told, time 
and again, which person stands in which familiar relationship to her, and what her 
duties are towards these different people. In 2015 I lived for two months in a small rural 
village in one of the western districts. While walking with me through the village, my 
research assistant, nineteen-year-old Miguel, always told me how he was related to each 
person we encountered. Knowledge of where one stands in the genealogy is important 
for daily encounters, as it defines how people are to be addressed and what can, or 
cannot, be expected from them. Although these daily elements of being placed in the 
community are less strong in the capital Dili, where people meet fewer relatives on a 
daily basis, students often pointed out kinship relations when they were present. They 
were also often preoccupied with finding kinship relationships when meeting someone 
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new. I witnessed such a process multiple times when I introduced two strangers to each 
other. The first thing they did was to exchange where they came from. This started at the 
district level and then, if the counterpart had some knowledge of, or family in, the region 
it could go up until the level of the uma lulik. Once they had established whether they 
had some distant family in common, they seemed to be satisfied. 

The uma lulik was always somewhere in a rural area. I never met anyone whose 
uma lulik was in Dili. Luis and Flávio also told me that they did not know of any uma 
lulik in Dili. People living in Dili, they told me, always travel back to the rural areas to 
go to their uma lulik. Nevertheless, although the uma lulik plays a less structuring role 
in the lives of urban young adults, the ancestors of the uma lulik are very present in 
daily life and they are considered very powerful. As Helena’s narrative showed above, 
illnesses and deaths were often attributed by my research participants, both urban and 
rural, to the ire of ancestors (or black magic) (see also Trindade and Castro 2007, 18). 
Furthermore, as Pedro made clear, demands of the uma lulik are to be answered and 
respected if accidents are to be avoided. Rituals at the uma lulik are to be respected in 
a detailed manner, if accidents, disease, and death are to be averted. Dora, for example 
told me, picking her words carefully as always: “Recently there was a man from our uma 
lisan and he died because he said something wrong. He said [about the meat served at 
a ritual], ‘Oh this meat is not good anymore, it already stinks, it is too old, I don’t want 
to eat it’. He went back home and the blood started to come out of his mouth and nose 
and he died. This is what makes us afraid” (Dora, interview, 17.05.2015).

The same fear was expressed during a focus group discussion with three young 
women in Miguel’s rural village. I had asked them what they would like to change about 
different locally relevant institutions, one of them being the uma lulik. Noticing they had 
not filled in anything for the uma lulik on the flipchart (see Annex II), I asked them about 
it. Dulce, who had married into the community a few years earlier answered: 

“Bin62 Sara, it is like this: I would say we cannot change it, I am afraid!” 

“Why?”
“Because the uma lulik comes from our ancestors (bei ala sira). So if we want 
to change something we are afraid of them. That is why we cannot change 
it.” Later she added: “Sometimes we are sad that we cannot participate, but 
we can also not change it because this comes directly from our ancestors.” 
(Dulce, FGD, 23.09.2015) 

Echoing this three years later, Gilberto told me during the focus group discussion in the 

62 Bin is Tetun for sister. It has the same meaning as mana. Where in Dili it is used for more intimate relationships, in the 
rural areas bin is fairly common and I was mostly addressed as bin rather than as mana.
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small local NGO in Dili that: “A house you can take it down and rebuild it the way you 
want it, but an uma lisan, we cannot just change it according to our will. That is custom” 
(Gilberto, FGD, 18.04.2018). The scope of participation in uma lulik activities for my 
interlocutors is mostly restricted to slaughtering animals, cooking food, and assisting 
with the (re)building of their uma lulik. Although they mentioned going to the uma lulik 
to receive a blessing (matak malirin) or to participate in rituals, this was always described 
as a passive and receptive act. Hence, young adults feel that they are not allowed to fully 
participate in uma lulik activities, but they also feel that there is nothing that can be 
done about it because the rules of participation are sacred and have been established by 
ancestors who will not shy away from retribution if their rules are disrespected. 

Although young adults’ participation in the uma lulik is generally passive and at 
most assisting, it is nevertheless a fundamental institution in the shaping of people’s 
identity. The uma lulik stands, as we have seen, for the lineage the individual belongs 
to. This lineage is defined by certain myths of origin that often have a strong connection 
to a geographical place. Consequentially, my interlocutors had a very strong sense of 
geographical belonging to their suku of origin. Even if they had not been born there, they 
saw themselves as belonging to the geographical part of Timor-Leste where their uma 
lulik was located. Although most of my interlocutors lived in Dili, this city was almost 
always presented as a place of transit, a temporary address, conditional to their studies 
or jobs. Furthermore, one’s lineage also defines which language(s) one speaks, whether 
one marries patrilocally or matrilocally, which taboos one observes (for example which 
animals one can or cannot eat) and, very importantly, who one can or cannot marry. This 
brings us to the next customary law institution. 

Secondly, I consider the fetosan/umane system63. Each lineage has relationships 
to other lineages established through an exogamous marriage system. Relations in this 
system are known as fetosan (wife takers) and umane (wife givers). This means that if a 
woman from family A marries a man from family B, after her marriage, only women from 
family A can marry into family B. No man from family A can marry a woman from family 
B. However, fetosan/umane relations do much more than establishing the direction 
of exogamy. It also defines what rights and duties people have to people from other 
families. These are learned from a very early age, as João explained during his semi-
structured life history interview: “The first thing I learned about our uma lulik, about our 
lisan, was who had relations of fetosan/umane with whom.” 

João looked at the little white paper that said “lisan” and that he had placed at the 
very beginning of the life timeline that I had prepared for the interview. I was happy that 
the bustle of cars, motorbikes, barking dogs, crowing roosters and playing children was 

63 People I talked to used different names for this dyadic relationship of fetosan/umane, probably because of variations in 
the different local languages they grew up with. For fetosan I also heard manefoun or fetosawan. Umane was sometimes 
also referred to as uma mane or mane sawan. McWilliam (2011) uses the Fataluku ara ho pata (umane) and tupurmoko 
(fetosan). In this thesis I use fetosan/umane, as those were the terms used most widely among my research interlocutors.
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ceasing outside on the street as nights fell. It made it easier to focus on João’s words that 
came out slowly and softly. He paused to think between his sentences. He was very tired, 
he had told me when he arrived at my house. He had come straight out of a whole day 
of work at the ministry and some hours of campaign preparations at the headquarters 
of the Fretilin. Despite his tiredness he continued to speak and, as he recalled the early 
days of his childhood, his eyes brightened and his voice became louder. 

“I had to know which family was related to which other family. Is that my 
fetosan or my umane? Knowing who is who starts with fetosan/umane. When 
I was small, I still remember very well” a smile slowly broke through on his 
tired face “for example when someone died, the first thing I wanted to know 
was: Are we, in relation to the deceased, in the position of fetosan or umane?”

“You had to know that?” 

“Yes, because when we were small, fetosan/umane for us was mostly about 
what we would get out of it,” he continued smiling, “because if we were 
fetosan then we would take a buffalo or a goat and then people would give us 
a pig. So then we though ‘egh! We have to eat pig meat’!” 

I laughed while he continued: 

“But if we were umane, the people would give us buffalo or goat!”

“… So as a child you just mostly wanted to know what you were going to eat,” 
I concluded still laughing. 

“Yes,” João confirmed, his smile turning into a chuckle. (João, interview, 
20.03.2018)

As João pointed out: “Knowing who is who starts with fetosan/umane”. This system 
defines which place the individual occupies in relation to other families. An individual is 
always in a relation of duties towards his family’s umane (wife-givers), but at the same 
time has entitlements towards his own fetosan (wife-takers) (see also McWilliam 2005; 
2011; Ospina and Hohe 2002). These duties and entitlements are mostly made explicit 
in life ceremonies such as marriage and funerals. Pedro and his friend Vicente were the 
first to explain this to me during a conversation at their UNTL campus in 2015. Vicente 
explained: “Mana Sara, imagine you are married to Pedro and then your mother dies. 
Then Pedro, together with his family, has to bring a buffalo to your family in order to 
honour and acknowledge all the sacrifices your mother went through to make you who 
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you are now as Pedro’s wife, because they are [fetosan] of your family. But your family 
cannot accept a gift with empty hands so they will bring a pig or tais or something like 
that” (Vicente, fieldnotes, 16.04.2015). 

When a couple’s marriage is brokered by elders, the two families agree on a certain 
amount of ritual exchange. This is known as barlake (Hicks 2012; Niner 2012; Silva 2018). 
Although barlake is often translated as dowry by my interlocutors and others, Niner 
(2012) points out that barlake is much more the establishment of an exchange of goods 
than a financial compensation to the bride’s family. This is what Vicente meant when he 
explained to me that an umane family “cannot accept a gift with empty hands”. Barlake 
is usually not paid off at once but over the course of people’s lives. Hence, in the case of 
a ritual, one’s umane can solicit or demand part of the barlake to be paid. Due to their 
status as wife givers, and thus the givers of new life, the umane are always regarded as 
superior in the reciprocal relationship (Ospina and Hohe 2002, 30). However, it should 
be considered that umane are also always fetosan to other families. Hence, various 
research participants told me that the amount of ritual offerings that umane ask from 
their fetosan are often based on what they themselves still owe to their own umane, 
creating a perpetual cycle of reciprocal debt.  

Although fetosan/umane relationships are thus mostly expressed in situations of 
ritual exchange, they are also present in people’s daily lives. Miguel for example, told 
me that the family of the powerful village veteran Katuas64 Tadeu are his umane, as his 
mother comes from that family. If someone from Katuas Tadeu’s family came to ask 
something from Miguel’s family, they could not decline. With resentment he told me 
how the family of his father had once been very rich but had been brought to all but 
financial ruin by their greedy umane. On the other side of the spectrum, young women 
told me how their families-in-law treated them almost like slaves as a retribution for the 
perceived high barlake negotiated by their families65. As I have pointed out in chapter 3 
and as I will explore more extensively later is this chapter, the position of young women 
within customary institutions is lower than the position of young men. Hence, if we 
consider that within horizontal citizenship relationships (Kabeer 2005) verticalities exist, 
we can conclude that these verticalities also have different dimensions. Some verticalities 
are more pronounced than others. These verticalities define not only the rights and 
duties one has in one’s community, but also the position of authority one can occupy 
(or not) within customary institutions. Consequently, they play a crucial role in defining 
the access young adults in general and young women in particular have to the rights 
granted to them as citizens by the nation-state. Their state-based citizenship is mediated 
by sub-state authorities (Yuval-Davis 1999). In chapter 5 I will analyse how this mediation 
materialises in daily life and interaction. In order to understand how this mediation takes 

64 Katuas is a respectful term with which to refer to an adult or elderly man in third person.
65 See Niner (2012) on the consequences of the monetarisation of barlake.
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place, however, it is important to discuss the final customary institution: tara bandu.
Tara bandu is the most formalised customary institution. Silva (2016, 283) defines 

tara bandu as a “local governance mechanism that imposes rules, prohibitions and 
punishments through a ritual process”. I would go a step further, though, and argue 
that tara bandu as an institution defines rights and duties of people in the community. 
In this sense, we could see tara bandu as a non-state institution that regulates, 
according to a relatively fixed set of rules, horizontal citizenship relations. Tara bandu, 
although its specific rules, regulations and fines are mostly agreed upon within local 
suku communities, has a complex relationship with the nation-state. In a process 
quite parallel to the relationship between the state and customary law institutions in 
Mozambique (Obarrio 2018; Santos 2006), tara bandu was shunned as a colonial and 
oppressive construct by the Fretilin during the 1970s66 (Cummins and Leach 2012)67, 
and then embraced as a panacea for democratic decentralisation after independence in 
2002 (Silva 2014).

Tara bandu literally means to fixate or hang up (tara) a prohibition (bandu). 
Research participants told me this name came from the fact that their ancestors used 
to hang up certain signs that signalled whether, for example, the harvesting of corn or 
mango had already been authorised by the spirits. Tara bandu is performed by local 
authorities and considered to be overseen by spiritual entities (Silva 2014, 138). It is this 
spiritual component that firmly places tara bandu in the realm of lisan and which makes 
it different from other societal norms or rules. It is also this spiritual component that, in 
the eyes of my interlocutors, made tara bandu an effective form of control and conflict 
resolution. Tara bandu has also been appropriated by state institutions in an effort to 
curb deforestation nation-wide and to limit ritual expenditures in the Ermera district 
(see Silva 2014). Moreover, tara bandu is widely used by suku councils for local conflict 
resolution, for example to solve conflicts between or within families. This conflict solving 
potential was also appropriated by the state when, in the wake of the 2006 violence, 
it recognised tara bandu’s effectiveness as an instrument of pacification, especially in 
dealing with violence between martial arts gangs (Silva 2014, 138). 

In tara bandu conflict resolutions, people sit together and the different parties 
explain their grievances. Topics might be theft, divorce, property damage or other 
kinds of conflict between community members. Customary leaders listen, mediate and 
make decisions if necessary. The agreements reached in tara bandu are considered 
to be sanctioned and enforced by the ancestors and therefore any deviance from the 
agreements made during the resolution is believed to be potentially punished with 

66 Wallis (2013, 150) describes how custom in general was at first considered by the Fretilin as something not to “return” to 
after independence. It was only after the 2006 crisis that governing elites showed a bigger recognition for the importance 
and power of lisan. 

67 Brown (2009, 157) points out that Fretilin guerrilla members continued seeking the protection and the blessing of the 
ancestors in their respective uma lulik throughout the years of occupation. Hence, the postcolonial and communist 
renunciation of “traditional” authorities was mostly a public and not necessarily a private statement. 
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illness, accidents, or even death as described by Dora above68. 
Nevertheless, research participants often told me that the tara bandu of today is 

less effective than the tara bandu of the time of their grandparents. This seemed to be 
less related to the intervention of the ancestors, however, and more to the severity of 
the human punishment. Pedro, for example, told me that in the time of his grandparents, 
a tara bandu punishment could involve death. One of his favourite horror stories was 
telling how a man who had slept with another man’s wife would be forced, according to 
tara bandu law, to sit himself onto a sharpened stick which would then come out at his 
head. These practices, however, were already changed under Portuguese colonialism 
and during Indonesian times people started to talk about human rights. Pedro concluded 
that: “Then people started changing the tara bandu and the lisan about killing people. 
So they started to just fine people” (Pedro, interview, 16.03.2018). 

These fines however, many research participants told me, do not really work 
because they are often not enforced, either because of nepotism or because the kableha 
(tara bandu police) are not paid for their job as kableha and are thus often too busy 
with other work to actively control for breaches in tara bandu law. The form of tara 
bandu most criticised for its ineffectiveness by my research interlocutors however, was 
the state-initiated tara bandu which was considered, by my interlocutors, different from 
the “real” suku level tara bandu. The state-sponsored tara bandu that was most widely 
referred to by my research interlocutors was the one in Ermera. Here, the state, together 
with the Catholic Church and some non-governmental organisations, sponsored a 
comprehensive tara bandu ritual of which the primary (though not only) restriction was 
on ritual spending (see also Silva 2014, 2016). Ermera is the coffee-growing district of 
Timor-Leste and the one-dimensional focus on this cash-crop means that, I was told, 
the people have a lot of money during the harvesting months. This ready availability 
of big amounts of cash has consequences, as Dora’s friend Sebastião explained to me: 
“If I come with two buffaloes and someone else with three, then what will be of my 
reputation? So then I have to look for more, and come back with four buffaloes. But then 
the other guy will try to come with five. So they compete with each other. So then the 
money that they get from the coffee, they will invest it all in ritual and then they are no 
longer worried about their children going to school, or how they will comply with the 
needs of the household” (Sebastião, FGD, 24.05.2015).

The state-sponsored Ermera tara bandu restricted the rituals that punctuate 
the end of a mourning period (kore metan) both in terms of their frequency and their 
volume (Silva 2016, 284; 2017). Although evaluated positively at first (Silva 2016), 
during my fieldwork visits in 2017 and 2018 I started hearing more and more negative 
and disappointed opinions. These concerned not only the Ermera tara bandu but also 

68 This method of conflict resolution is known as nahe biti and it was used on a large scale within the Community 
Reconciliation Procedures of the CAVR where it became known as the nahe biti boot – the big nahe biti. 
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the other state-initiated tara bandu such as the one in Dili that was meant to curb 
deforestation. Ignácio for example, told me during a focus group discussion in Dili about 
lisan in 2018 that tara bandu, as it is used today to curb deforestation, does not work 
anymore:  “Tara bandu is now weak and people say that it is a lie because in the tara 
bandu (agreement) it says that if you cut trees you will get punished. For example, then 
you have to give a buffalo. But now people cut trees and they do not get punished. So 
this makes that people do not believe in kultura anymore” (Ignácio, FGD, 18.04.2018). 

The ineffectiveness of the state sponsored tara bandu was explained as a two-
dimensional problem. Firstly, Ignácio and Pedro pointed out that the kableha, the 
institution tasked with enforcing tara bandu agreements, was corrupt. Hence, people 
were not afraid of the fines because they could negotiate a way out of them. Secondly, 
there was disagreement between my interlocutors as to whether a state-sponsored tara 
bandu was enforced by the spirits. Although some interlocutors, like Aurora, stated that 
any kind of tara bandu that was established through a ritual would also be enforced and 
sanctioned by the spirits, most other interlocutors posited that state sponsored tara 
bandu was like other state legislation, that is, enforced only by fines. It is noteworthy 
that my interlocutors made such a big distinction between tara bandu at the suku level 
and state sponsored tara bandu. Where the first was seen as sanctioned by the spirits 
and therefore effective, the second was seen as too estranged from its original function 
and, one could even say, corrupted because it was to be enforced by humans rather than 
spirits. 

Silva (2016, 282) points out how the East Timorese state has adopted tara bandu 
as a “device of economic pedagogy”. By using customary forms of regulation, the state 
tried to counter the spiralling out of control of ritual expenditure in the face of ready 
availability of cash. By establishing the frequency and by capping the volume of ritual 
expenditure, the state tries to produce financially responsible citizens. Virtually all of 
my interlocutors lauded the attempts of the state to do so. It was often pointed out 
to me that parents invested all their money in lisan and would have no money left 
for the education of their children. This, my interlocutors said, would have negative 
consequences for the development of the nation-state. Hence, young adults considered 
that it was the responsibility of the state to educate its citizens economically. They often 
disagreed, however, with the use of tara bandu for those purposes. By estranging tara 
bandu from the customary domain, and by infusing it with state-like fines, the image of 
tara bandu in general was at stake. By appropriating tara bandu for state purposes, the 
state was destroying tara bandu as an ordering principle in suku communities. Horizontal 
relationships between citizens, it thus seems, should better be ordered and enforced by 
spirits than by corruptible humans. 

I have tried to show, in this section, that lisan’s institutions play a central role for 
the position the individual occupies in her family, her community, and society at large. 
I have underscored how the uma lulik is central to one’s identity as it is closely related 
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to one’s belonging in a lineage and one’s relations to others in the community. These 
relations are most clearly organised through the institution of fetosan/umane which 
define the position of one family in relation to other families. These relations establish 
rights and duties within the suku as polity. I have then introduced tara bandu as the 
institution which sets the rules that are to be followed with the community as well as 
the form through which conflicts are resolved when these rules are broken. These three 
institutions show that lisan is very present in the lives of individuals and functions as 
an ordering principle within the realm of the suku. As such they create a language of 
citizenship that defines citizenship at the level of the suku. This language of citizenship is 
based on kinship membership and positionality, and it is shaped and enforced by elderly 
men who mediate between the living and their deceased ancestors. Hence, the language 
of citizenship resulting from these lisan institutions teaches young adults that citizenship 
is differentiated and that they should, in the first place, be deferential and respectful. It 
teaches them that as young people they are positioned at the lower levels of the kinship 
hierarchy and that they should act accordingly. To conclude, the customary language 
of citizenship that young people learn at the level of the suku is saturated with kinship, 
differentiated by age and shaped by respect (and even fear) of lisan. Before analysing 
how young people navigate this positionality I first illustrate, in the next section, that 
lisan occupies a central position far beyond the contours of the local suku. 

4.4 The centrality of lisan 

I have highlighted (with Cummins 2013) above, that lisan is present not only in the spiritual, 
but also in the economic, political and legal aspects of daily life. As lisan plays such a 
structuring role in the lives of its citizens, the democratic state can also not ignore it. The 
fact that the state appropriates tara bandu in order to economically educate its citizens is 
already indexical of this centrality of lisan and of its acknowledgement by the state.  

At the basis of the centrality of lisan lies the profound belief people have in lisan 
and the close connection it has to their (national) identities. We might remember the 
words of Valentim here, quoted in chapter 2, with which he explained that he speaks 
Tetun because he is East Timorese, but he is East Timorese because he has lisan. In 
the same vein, various interlocutors told me, over the years, that what unites the East 
Timorese is the fact that, whatever region in the country they come from and whichever 
mother tongue they were raised with, they all have an uma lulik in which they maintain 
relations with their ancestors. Like Valentim did, they sometimes stepped it up one level 
of abstraction and told me that what unites them as East Timorese is that they all have 
their lisan. This excludes minorities (for example, Muslims and a growing number of 
Pentecostal Christians) who do not have or do not maintain relationships with their 
uma lulik. This exclusion was never reflected by my interlocutors. They considered that 
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lisan was intrinsically East Timorese and that this sets them apart from other countries. 
Although there are strong parallels between lisan and, for example, custom in Indonesia 
(see for example Bräuchler 2015; Davidson and Henley 2007; Vel 2008), my research 
interlocutors felt that their lisan, their uma lulik; and their kultura gave them a distinctly 
separate and national identity of which they were very proud. Hence, lisan is also often 
presented as a potent tool in achieving national unity. 

While speaking about reconciliation after the 2006 crisis with Salvador during my 
2015 fieldwork, he told me that marrying a partner from another district was a way 
to contribute to reconciliation, because then people would be tied through bonds of 
fetosan/umane to people from other districts, thus preventing the falling back into the 
East/West divide that was so much exacerbated during the 2006 crisis. This echoed 
opinions I had already heard from young interlocutors about reconciliation in 2012. 
Furthermore, in a report on the 2006 crisis, Trindade and Castro (2007) propose the 
creation of a national uma lulik as a long-term strategy to create national unity and 
prevent future conflict. They hereby quote a research participant who states: “If we do 
not have an uma lulik there will be disorder, people will not know who is who, and what 
power status or role each person has. It structures the society in order, without it people 
will be like wild animals” (Trindade and Castro 2007, 38). The authors proposed that this 
national uma lulik would symbolise the nation-state and that it should be conceptualised 
by representatives of the main uma lulik in the country. However, I never heard of this 
national uma lulik having actually been built69. 

I did however, hear of instances where lisan infiltrated into nation-state affairs and 
in which the existence of a national lisan was conjured by the bringing together of lia 
nain representatives of the whole national territory. This was, for example, the case when 
Mari Alkatiri, the secretary general of the Fretilin, called together lia nain from the whole 
nation-state to help him return to the government palace. During the crisis of 2006, as 
discussed in chapter 2, then Fretilin prime-minister Mari Alkatiri was forced to step down 
by then president Xanana Gusmão. Upon this humiliation Mari Alkatiri swore (according 
to some of my interlocutors on “the sacred land of Timor”) that he would never again 
set foot in the Government Palace. Eleven years later, however, the Fretilin won a slim 
majority of one seat over the CNRT, and the Fretilin set out to form government. Mari 
Alkatiri, as future Prime Minister, however, could not go into the Governmental Palace 
without first turning to lisan. As Gilberto explained during the FGD about lisan in the 
small local NGO office in Dili: “If at that moment he had not received [bua malus] and 
he would have sat [as Prime Minister], he might have died. Because he swore to himself 
that he would not go back in there. So he was going against lisan [by going back into the 
Government Palace]” (Gilberto, FGD, 18.04.2018). 

69 Grenfell (2015, 169-170) refers to a ceremony in which a national uma lulik was briefly put up in front of the Parliament 
in 2006 but underscores the lack of an outcome of this ceremony. 
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Gilberto went on to explain that Mari Alkatiri had to invite one lia nain from each of 
the thirteen districts of the country. António Sampaio (2017), however, reporting about 
the event for the news agency Lusa, refers to lia nain from five regions of the country. He 
further describes how, through narration of the event by both Alkatiri and the lia nain, 
and through specific ceremonies in their own languages, the lia nain went about “lifting 
the juramento”. This culminated in the sacrifice of three roosters of which the viscera 
were “read”. These, according to the ritual authorities, predicted a “straight” future for 
Mari Alkatiri’s office. 

This episode is important on many levels. Firstly, it might be of interest that Mari Alkatiri 
is a member of the small Muslim minority in Timor-Leste and hence is one of the few 
national leaders who actually does not have his own uma lulik. This does however, 
not seem to make him unsusceptible to the wrath of the ancestors or nature once he 
employs the culturally heavily imbued practice of taking oaths. Secondly, because the 
words Mari Alkatiri swore related to national political office (and according to some of 
my interlocutors, specifically because he swore on the sacred land of Timor (Rai Lulik 
Timor), this juramento had to be lifted by a group of lia nain who, so to say, “represented” 
the whole territory. How this representation was organised or prioritised is unknown to 
me. Whereas Gilberto was convinced that it had been one representative of each of the 
thirteen geopolitical districts, the pictures and news report by Lusa suggest that Gilberto 
was misinformed on that matter. Nevertheless, it is remarkable that something that is 
as micro-locally specific as lia nain performing rituals can also be extrapolated to the 
national level and be performed on the parking lot of the Government Palace in view of 
running cameras and the highest national leadership. This brings us to the third level on 

Picture 2. Mari Alkatiri (standing) with the lia nain in front of the Government Palace. 
Photo by António Sampaio
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which this is important. The bowed head of Prime Minister-to-be Mari Alkatiri standing 
in front of the seated lia nains signals something that my interlocutors often remarked: 
one can be the leader of the country, one can be a big resistance leader, one can be 
highly educated, but the hierarchy of lisan has a different ordering principle. In the 
realm of lisan, socio-political prestige melts away and one is to bow for the “uncles” who 
guard the word of the ancestors. Even though the state, with is monopoly on violence is 
officially valorised as the highest authority, for many of my interlocutors, the power of 
lisan is always of another magnitude. 

Mari Alkatiri’s relationship with lisan is significant here. In 2007, after the crisis, 
Alkatiri is said to have stated that “to be East Timorese, we don’t need to go back to 
the uma lulik, we better defend our sovereignty and independence” (Trindade and 
Castro 2007, 27). Ten years later, he saw himself compelled to gather around him the 
national representatives of exactly that institution, in order to be able to return to the 
Government Palace. It is irrelevant here whether or not Mari Alkatiri believed himself he 
needed to have such a ritual performed. What this episode shows us is that state officials 
cannot ignore lisan in their political performance if they want to ensure continued 
political support. 

Various scholars have pointed to the reinvigoration of custom in Timor-Leste today 
(Barnes 2011; Hicks 2007; McWilliam and Traube 2011; Silva 2014). The rebuilding of 
uma lulik, many of which had been destroyed during the Indonesian occupation or 
abandoned because of displacement, points to their enduring importance for people’s 
daily lives (McWilliam 2005, 39). According to Barnes (2011, 23) this resurgence is more 
than a “reanimation of self-esteem”. Rather, it is indexical of “the rearticulation of distinct 
forms of sociality structured around networks of kinship and alliance, closely tied to 
specific claims to land and access to natural resources.” Supporting this line of argument, 
Palmer and McWilliam (2018, 2) argue that it was the limited presence of the state in the 
remote rural areas that led to the reinvigoration of customary forms of governance. And 
finally, Brown (2012, 57) prompts us to take customary governance seriously as it shapes 
the experience and identity of our research populations, arguing that by doing so, we 
acknowledge “people as citizens and agents in their own political community”.

Hence, in the post-conflict and post-colonial moment, when Timor-Leste was finally 
established as a democratic nation-state, two processes ran parallel. In Dili, political 
elites convened with international institutions to build up a liberal democratic state. In 
the rural areas, from where this state looked like something that belonged to the capital 
and to the elites, people started rebuilding their uma lulik, re-establishing relations of 
fetosan/umane, catching up on rituals not performed under Indonesian occupation, 
shaping their own reconciliation through nahe biti, and redefining the rules of tara 
bandu. This reinvigoration of lisan among its citizens was so strong and took shape so 
fast, that the state barely had the chance to ignore it. Consequently, nahe biti was used 
by the CAVR to perform reconciliations all over the territory when this proved to be the 



Chapter 4

120

most successful tool to do so. When compelled to decentralise, the state saw in existing 
local customary structures a cheap, quick and effective chance to set up suku councils. 
When the local reinvigoration of rituals threatened to spiral out of control, with people 
spending increasing amounts of their livelihood on those rituals, the state decided to 
make use of the customary institution of tara bandu to try and keep it in check. By 2017, 
lisan was, though at times reluctantly and to varying extents, part and parcel of state 
discourse, strategy, policy, and even election rhetoric.

These parallel processes fundamentally contributed to the convergence of 
differing languages of citizenship on young adults’ citizenship palimpsest. Rather than 
fading away, customary languages of citizenship regained colour while new languages 
of citizenship were being written over them. Young adults were told to respect kinship 
relations, obey uncles, and fear ancestors. Concomitantly, they were told they are equal 
before the law, have not only duties but also rights, and carry a responsibility to become 
active citizens in the new nation-state. The convergence of these different languages of 
citizenship made them at times unintelligible and difficult to comply with simultaneously. 
An added challenging aspect is that this palimpsest is never finished and always dynamic, 
depending on where young adults go, who they talk to, and the behaviour in which they 
themselves choose to engage.  

As this chapter has shown so far, the role lisan plays, its position in society, and 
its handling and co-optation by political elites is a matter of permanent adaptation, 
negotiation and struggle. While the institutions of lisan firmly place the individual within 
her family, community and society, their rules are never completely fixed and people’s 
position is, in the end, always a result of their own negotiation within this family, this 
community, and this society. Though most of my interlocutors firmly believed in the 
power of lisan, at times their views were contradictory. And although young adults 
presented lisan as an unchanging legacy from their ancestors, they also pointed out 
that the lisan of today is different from the lisan of the past. Consequently, lisan is 
constantly changing and being challenged and adapted. At the same time it can feel 
as ancient, inexorable, and unforgiving to young adults who therefore do not dare to 
challenge either lisan or its authorities. In fact, as I show throughout this dissertation, 
there is remarkably little open resistance against the power of the elders within lisan. 
Although some of my research interlocutors were critical about the role of lia nain and 
other gerontocratic figures, they never told me about openly defying it. Instead, various 
people, like Pedro and Manuel, underscored that lisan unites people. Even if people 
have been abroad, studied, and consequently climbed a social status level, when they 
return to the uma lulik they are just children of that uma lulik and they must respect 
the rules of the uma lulik like everybody else. For Pedro and Manuel this was something 
positive, as if lisan was able to cancel out social inequality. That the system of the uma 
lulik itself is highly unequal did not seem to bother them.

It bothered Agnes, however. Over lunch in an NGO canteen in April of 2018 she 
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told me how, after studying abroad, she came home to find she had become “very 
radical” and “very angry”, especially about gender inequality. She described a period of 
depression in which she felt she was not getting anywhere with her anger. She said she 
had since tried to become more accepting and more compassionate towards the people 
who had never left the country. She realised that she could not change her country at 
once and singlehandedly. While telling me this, however, she expressed anxiety about 
having started to conform to gerontocratic and patriarchal power relations. It was, 
however, the only way for her to keep going. Agnes did not give up. She was one of the 
most activist members of the in-between generation that I knew. However, even she had 
had to bend, to a certain extent, in the face of the rules of the lia nain and the uma lulik. 
She explained her generous economic contributions to rituals in the uma lulik as a way 
to prevent the lia nain from commenting on her lifestyle and choices. Thus, although 
there might be criticism about and resistance towards lisan authorities, it is not easy 
for young adults to openly defy them. Hence, young adults negotiate their resistance. 
They steer through contradictions and through the changing yet intransient nature of 
lisan. Concomitantly, they try to both comply with expectations and establish an own 
path in life. It is this amalgamation of engagements with lisan that I consider to be the 
navigation of lisan. It is with an analysis of how the in-between generation navigates 
lisan that I conclude this chapter. 

4.5 Navigating lisan

Fundamental to understanding the navigation of lisan is the contradiction between, on 
the one hand, respecting and fearing lisan and seeing it as something one has no power 
over, and on the other hand, developing ways around the rules of lisan. Social navigation, 
as developed by Vigh (2006), allows us to analyse the “intersection between agency and 
structure” (Vigh 2010, 157). It allows us to consider how social forces shape the agent 
and yet also acknowledge the agent and her interaction with those social forces. It is 
therefore that I consider social navigation to be a useful tool with which to analyse these 
contradictions in young adults’ discourse about, and interaction with, lisan. 

Perhaps Gilberto and Dora give us the best illustration of what this contradiction 
looks like. During the focus group discussion in which Pedro told us about how lisan 
teaches people how to love and respect each other, I also asked the participants how 
lisan has an impact on their rights and duties in their communities. Thirty-two-year-old 
Gilberto was the first one to answer, after a brief silence: “We cannot change lisan. We 
cannot change it, it cannot be changed. Ok. We have the right to do our duties and it is 
our duty to serve inside the lisan.”

This first reaction is already revealing. Gilberto repeats three times that lisan 
cannot be changed when I ask him about rights and duties. It seems to be provided as 
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a disclaimer for the rest of his answer. This triple negation is then followed by a rather 
cynical turn in which it is Gilberto’s right to do his duty, while his duty is to serve. It 
reminds us here of Dulce when she expressed that she would like to participate in the 
uma lulik but she cannot because the regulations that ban women from the uma lulik 
come from the ancestors and thus cannot be challenged or changed. Gilberto, however, 
much more than connecting the unchangeable nature of lisan to the power of the 
ancestors, relates it much more to a kind of parallel democracy. One that is enforced, 
however, by the ancestor-induced power of the lia nain. He continued: 

“Like for example, if we would make you the president of our uma lisan … if 
then you talk to us, we cannot go against you. If you … that is our duty in the 
lisan. If we go against you and you hamulak70, we can all die.” 

“How?” I asked, slightly distracted by the fact that Gilberto did not just refer to 
the lia nain, but instead talked about the “president of the uma lisan”. Was he 
assuming I do not know what a lia nain was? As the oldest one in the group, 
Gilberto was always regarded by the others to be the first one to answer 
my questions. His answers were a peculiar combination of a condescending 
attitude mixed with as many complicated words as he seemed to be able to 
come up with. I wondered whether this was his strategy to impress his peers 
in front of me – a white, young and female academic. 

“We all die,” he repeated.

“If I do what?” 

“For example, we make you president of the uma lisan. I am just giving an 
example,” Gilberto tried again, “and then we go against you, we do not follow 
your structure of the lisan. Then we can die in your hands. Because the power 
is in your hands. If you say A, it is A, and if you say B, it is B …. So if you are 
president (of the uma lisan) then we cannot go against you, because you are 
the president of the lisan. If we go against you, we will get ill and die. So there 
are rights, but there is also the duty to respect the rights of others in there.” 
(Gilberto, FGD, 18.04.2018)

70 The word hamulak was used in different ways. Sometimes it was used interchangeably with harohan. Pedro explained 
to me that hamulak was used to describe the act of the lia nain talking to the spirits of the ancestors. This could be for 
positive ends, for example to ask for a blessing for the lineage of the uma lulik, but also in the negative sense, in which it 
is used here, which is more related to a curse. Hicks (1984) translates hamulak as “connecting”. Hence, when a lia nain is 
connecting to the spirits of the ancestors, this is called hamulak.
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Gilberto presents the lia nain as a democratically elected leader. Nevertheless, this 
leader is all powerful and cannot be challenged. This image of leadership as having an 
aura of sacredness and as being virtually untouchable will resurface in the following 
chapters, especially in relation to the big resistance heroes now occupying the top 
leadership positions in national politics. However, for now let us remain at the level of 
the lia nain. Note that Gilberto states that if he would go against the structure put and 
held in place by the lia nain, he would risk death. An open confrontation with the lia 
nain, or an explicit deviation from his rules, would be such an expression of disrespect 
that the lia nain would curse anyone daring to do so. Note also that Gilberto, both at 
the beginning of his answers and at the end of it, positions his rights as secondary to his 
duty to respect those who are higher positioned than he is. The message of Gilberto is 
thus clear: lisan cannot be changed. Moreover, disrespecting or challenging lisan and 
its guardians is highly perilous for a young man like himself. Thus, Gilberto’s duties of 
respect and subservience come first, and only when those are sufficiently guaranteed 
will he be able to access certain rights too. 

As has become clear throughout this chapter, however, things are rarely as absolute 
as they are presented at first. Over the course of various focus group discussions, 
conversations and interviews, I became aware of the fact that, though restricted in their 
own ways, there were always possibilities of challenging lisan rules. What unites all these 
forms of challenges is that they are remarkably unconfrontational and deferential. Dora 
gave a fascinating example of such a technique. Earlier in this chapter Dora narrated 
how a man in her village had suddenly died after refusing to eat rotten meat during 
a ceremony. During the focus group discussion with Pedro, Tomás, Flávio and herself, 
Dora sketched what the man should have actually done in order not to be punished 
with death. She confirmed that often the meat served at rituals is rather unhygienic 
because it is always cooked in the same pot. This pot is, however, never emptied entirely 
between rituals. Thus, new meat is mixed into a layer of rotting remains from the 
previous ceremony. According to Dora, the solution for those who feel they do not want 
to eat the meat is as follows: “When they give it to you, if you do not want to eat it … for 
example you give them 50 cents or US$1. But you cannot say that you do not want to eat 
it. You just quietly give them the coin and then the other people will know that you don’t 
want to eat. If you don’t want to eat and you comment that the meat stinks and you say 
that is why you do not want to eat it, you die immediately” (Dora, FGD, 08.04.2018; my 
emphasis). 

It is thus not impossible to evade certain lisan duties or expectations. What is 
crucial, however, is to not make the evasion explicit. As Dora puts it, things cannot be said 
out loud and evasion should be performed quietly and discretely. Pedro explained to me 
that he had learned from his mother, after his motorbike accident, how to use his mouth 
the next time. His mother told him that if he did not have money to buy a pig for the 
ceremony, that would have been fine. He should have said that, yes, he would organise 
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the pig and then he should just not have come and excused himself respectfully on the 
day itself, explaining something had gotten in between.  Here again, the contradictions 
are illuminating. While Aurora and Edite were convinced that if they were honest, their 
ancestors would not punish them, Pedro and Dora seem to imply here that honesty can 
get one killed and that it is safer to feign compliance than to voice dissent.  “I am just 
quiet” was therefore a formulation young adults often used after they told me about 
their frustrations with lisan, especially in rural areas. They felt people would not listen to 
them anyway. Consequently, they did not see the value in risking the wrath of either the 
elders or the ancestors by speaking up or openly defying the rules. 

Hence, when asking young adults about the challenges they faced in their daily 
lives, lisan was regularly one of them. Or rather, the money their parents invested in 
lisan in detriment of education. Aurora, for example, vented her frustration about how, 
for her parents, lisan always stood above education:

When there was some ritual, when the uncles or grandfathers communicated 
about some ritual, maybe today we would have nothing, but my father would 
go and indebt himself just to be able to give them what they were asking for. 
My father called his brothers together so that they could pull their resources 
together in order to give it (to the elders). But when it was about school, if 
today they did not have anything, they would tell us they did not have it. Then 
we would have to wait until the next month, until they got their salaries, and 
only then would they give us something. When they did not have it (money 
for education), they would not call their brothers, they would not go and 
borrow from anyone. (Aurora, 26.04.2018)

Surprisingly, Aurora’s parents were convinced that if they did not comply with the 
demands of their elders, the lives and education of their children would be ruined by 
the curses resulting from this failure to comply. Aurora said they did not reflect on how 
difficult they made the educational biographies of their children by complying.

When I asked young adults about their views on the solution to this complex 
problem, one element always came up in my interlocutors’ answers: the differentiation 
between hamenus (to reduce) and halakon (to get rid of). Sometimes, when my 
interlocutors had been negative about lisan they would quickly add: “I am not saying 
that we should get rid of it (halakon), just that we should reduce it a little (hamenus)”. 
Young adults herewith underscored their position of in-betweenness. They pointed out 
that it was crucial not to lose lisan and the related kultura completely because these are 
crucial to East Timorese identity. On the other hand, they explained how their parents, 
often illiterate, did just not really understand the value of education and let themselves 
be coerced by greedy uncles and grandfathers into spending all their income on lisan 
rituals. Hence, a solution would be, not to get rid of lisan completely but to significantly 
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reduce the ritual expenditure so that parents automatically would have more money 
available to afford the education of their children. These children, it should be noted, 
were the children of the post-independence generation. The in-between generation 
had either been lucky with parents who valued education, such as Pedro and Ana; had 
financed their own education by working, such as João; had found external (at times 
international) sponsors, such as Aurora, Agnes and Edite; or had just not studied further 
than high school, like Dulce and Armindo. They wished, however, that the next generation 
would have to struggle less to become educated than they themselves had done. 

The hamenus/halakon discourse is a telling illustration of how young adults 
of the in-between generation navigate lisan: while it challenges the amount of 
ritual expenditure, it does not challenge the core idea itself. While it allows them to 
negotiate by contributing less to rituals, it does not force them to confront their elders 
directly about the performance of the rituals in themselves. While it allows them to 
cherish the contribution lisan provides to their (national) identity, it allows them to 
establish themselves as different from their parents. While acknowledging that lisan is 
permanently being changed and negotiated outside of their control, it carves out an 
area in which they can also shape the way lisan is done. The area of lisan in which the 
hamenus/halakon discourse was most often applied was in relation to the amounts 
agreed upon for the barlake. The barlake was central in the lisan discourse of young 
adults not only because it defines virtually all the other relations of reciprocity, but 
also because biographically marriage was a central issue for them. I therefore want to 
illustrate young adults’ navigation of lisan by focussing on their navigation of the topic of 
marriage, barlake, and partner choice. 

 When I asked Aurora how lisan impacted love she, as I have presented above, first 
referred to greedy uncles and brothers who use lisan to extort their nieces and sisters. 
Later on in the interview, however, she told me that another impact was tunanga. I 
looked at her confused. I had never heard that word. “It means that I and the son of the 
sister of my father can marry each other,” she answered my enquiry. Although the name 
was new to me, the practice was not. I had heard from various others that the preferred 
marriage candidate was one’s cross-cousin (see also Ospina and Hohe 2002, 29). Hence, 
there is a strong pressure on young people to marry inside their extended families, or 
at least according to already established relationships of fetosan and umane. However, 
it is not uncommon that young people from the in-between generation wish to marry 
partners who do not fit into these moulds. Migrating to Dili for their studies, young 
adults often meet and fall in love with people from other districts and lineages that 
have no established relations with their own families. Furthermore, a popular culture 
highly influenced by Hollywood, Indonesian drama series and, increasingly, Indian 
Bollywood movies and sit coms, contributes to an understanding of marriage as strongly 
anchored in romantic, monogamous and heterosexual love. Simião (2014) identifies 
this changing conceptualisation of marriage as a topic of intergenerational contention 
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and conflict in Timor-Leste. I have identified two strategies young adults use to navigate 
the discrepancy between their own wishes regarding marriage and the expectations of 
their surroundings. I have also identified one strategy that stretches the understanding 
of navigation, which I present as a form of “drowning” instead. What unites the three 
strategies is that they are all deferential. None of them questions the elders as the 
highest authority as such. At the same time, all of them constitute attempts to escape or 
at least to some extent to alter the conditions imposed by lisan authorities. 

The first strategy of navigating issues of marriage is to accept the conditions set by 
the elders and find a way to work around them to minimise the negative consequences. 
Aurora’s father had scared away the family of her ex-boyfriend by demanding, in their 
opinion, too much barlake. Aurora realised then, that this problem would not lessen 
whenever she brought home another fiancé. She was also aware of the potential 
negative impact a high barlake could have on her marriage, even if her fiancé’s family 
would agree to it. Fearing to marry into a family that considered her a purchased good, 
Aurora tried to convince her father that he should not follow the lisan of their lineage 
and should agree to a symbolic barlake instead. She underscored that, as a young 
woman with an academic degree and the wish to build up a career, she was not a good 
cook and would not make a diligent housewife. Thus, a high barlake would have even 
worse consequences for her, as she considered she had little to give to her family-in-law 
in return. 

“And what did he say?” I asked.

“He said lisan is lisan,” she laughed. “Because he is very fanatical. So now I try 
to work together with my boyfriend. We are saving money together so that 
when it comes to barlake we can chip in sixty-five percent and then his family 
can put in the rest.  Like this we have a responsibility for it together.” (Aurora, 
interview, 26.04.2018) 

Aurora did not plan to marry a suitor not accepted by her father. After she tried to 
convince him to settle for a symbolic barlake and he refused, she even accepted that a 
barlake would be established for her marriage on her father’s terms. Instead of rebelling 
and running the risk of losing access to her family and her uma lulik, she thus developed 
ways in which she could comply with the wishes of her father while at the same time 
avoiding the negative consequences for herself as much as she was able. The well-
earning young couple made a pact to put aside some money each month in order to buy 
some independence from their respective families upon marriage. This saving process 
was, however, not easy as Aurora was providing for all her siblings and had to comply, 
every once in a while, with ritual demands from her family. 

For young adults without the economic resources available to Aurora, or when 
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faced with a partner choice not accepted by their families, navigating marriage 
sometimes takes slightly more dramatic and defiant turns. This constitutes the second 
strategy of navigating marriage demands and expectations. Some interlocutors told me 
that some men manage to pay for the barlake of their desired wife on their own. Other 
men at times leave their families to live with the family of their wife, where they will 
then live in the disadvantaged position of a fetosan among his umane. Some of these 
men later reconcile with their own families, others remain estranged and their children 
grow up belonging to the family of their wife. Another, more pragmatic strategy is for 
a couple to conceive a child “accidentally”. As one of the participants in a focus group 
explained, once there is a child in the belly, the men’s family must accept that that child 
is also of their blood. Consequently, whether they want it or not, they must accept its 
mother too. 

Filipe, for example, had been dating a young woman since 2014. However, as she 
had children from a previous relationship, his family was not willing to accept her as 
a daughter-in-law. They dragged their feet and repeatedly postponed the decision of 
whether or not they would be willing to meet her family to talk barlake. For a while Filipe 
was discouraged by this and dated other girls. However, he loved her, he told me. That 
is why they decided to have a child. Although Filipe’s family continued dragging their 
feet after his child was born, Filipe and his girlfriend were allowed to move together 
and Filipe was accepted and integrated into his girlfriend’s family as a son-in-law. When 
I left Dili in 2018, Filipe was still hoping his family would soon accept the inevitable and 
start with the barlake talks. Because, he told me: “People say that now the path (to his 
girlfriend’s family) is still dark. If it remains like that, the future of my child will also not 
have light, it will be dark. That is our way, since my great-grandparents” (Filipe, interview, 
16.03.2018). 

Hence, faced with rules with which they do not want to comply, coming from an 
authority they are not allowed to disobey, some young people plan an “accidental” 
pregnancy in order to fare according to their own choices without openly going 
against their families. An “accidental” pregnancy, with its aura of unintentionality, can 
be excused and does not have to be acknowledge as a child’s open defiance of their 
parent’s authority. However, a real accidental pregnancy can have dire consequences, 
especially for young women. Therefore, stories of young women committing suicide or 
infanticide when faced with an accidental or undesired pregnancy are a regular feature 
in the national news. 

This third, dramatic strategy can hardly be considered a form or navigation anymore 
(although it includes agency that is exercised within a changing and moving structure). 
I therefore consider it here rather as a form of drowning. Pedro’s opening statement 
of this chapter, that lisan teaches people how to love and respect each other, came 
after most participants in that focus group discussion had told me that lisan had mostly 
negatively impacted on their love lives. One participant explained: “For example, if I am 
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dating a girl, according to lisan, this girl has to marry her cousin. So if our love, between 
me and the girl, is already strong and from the lisan they tell her that she has to marry 
her uncle’s son, then that can have an impact. The girl can decide to commit suicide.” 

I was immediately reminded of the documentary film Sé Mak Sala Tenkeser Selu 
Sala (one who errs has to pay for the error) by Daniel Simião (2012). In it he tells the 
gripping story of a young woman – Arminda – who hangs herself in her uma lulik, after 
her marriage to her boyfriend is blocked by her family. 

“Ok, so that really happens?” I reacted, surprised that he had brought it up so 
matter-of-factly.

“It happens a lot,” Pedro stated while the others murmured their agreement.

“And do men sometimes also commit suicide?” I wondered. Pedro affirmed 
this but the rest of our discussion about love-induced suicide mostly featured 
young women. (FGD, 18.04.2018) 

The adoption of such extreme measures is indexical of the oppression young adults 
feel from their surroundings, and the lack of a future perspective that might motivate 
them to look for solutions alive. The despair that leads to such an extreme action says 
something about how trapped young adults can feel within the webs of lisan and family. 
Concomitantly, it shows that these young adults feel there is very little they can do 
themselves to change their situations, other than breaking out of them entirely. The 
deference shown here for the rules laid out by the elders and by lisan comes at the cost 
of one’s own life. The obedience to the rules of the community are incompatible with 
what the young adult wishes for her own existence. Hence, rather than engaging in the 
painful and laborious work of constantly breaking out of established paths, the young 
adult extinguishes her own life and her own wishes in the function of the rules she feels 
she cannot break. 

A suicide can, of course, also be a form of confrontation and of punishment towards 
those who are left behind. By confronting her family with a dead body, the young woman 
can be said to confront her family with the devastating impact of their rules. In an article 
about the same case, Simião (2014, 248), however, shows that Arminda’s suicide was 
not read or perceived as such by the community, who read Arminda’s suicide rather as 
a sign of madness and ridiculed it. Therefore, I read suicide here as a form of drowning 
and as a form of defeat in the face of lisan, more than as an active strategy of navigation. 

What I have tried to show here is how young people navigate the rules set out 
around their marriage. Although young people are at times able to find ways to achieve 
their own goals despite lisan restrictions, this is always done in deferential ways. 
Challenging the elders, or worse, the ancestors, is a dangerous endeavour and should 
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thus be avoided as much as possible. While Aurora tried to minimise the negative impacts 
of her father’s choice, Filipe confronted his family with an “accidental” pregnancy. In 
doing so he forced his family to accept his choice, but he saved them from the dishonour 
of a child openly challenging their authority. On the other hand, Arminda (see Simião 
2014) was not able to accept her family’s rejection nor to challenge them deferentially. 
Hence, unable to accept nor to mould the rules imposed on her, she broke out of the 
situation entirely. 

 4.6 Conclusion

In this chapter I have explored the centrality of lisan in the daily lives of the in-
between generation. I have shown how lisan is viewed by my research interlocutors 
as fundamental to their national identity, even though the East Timorese lisan has 
remarkable similarities with the Indonesian adat (Davidson and Henley 2007). I have 
also shown how young adults consider lisan to stem from time immemorial, as a set of 
rules handed down by their ancestors, whereas scholars underscore the profound impact 
colonialism had on customary law (Comaroff and Comaroff 2018; Obarrio 2010). While 
theoretical debates rage about whether customary law is a positive (Bamfo 2000; Boege, 
Brown, and Clements 2009) or a negative (Obarrio 2018) contribution to post-colonial 
democratisation and decentralisation, for the young adults of the in-between generation 
it is merely a fact of life. Nevertheless, opinions of my interlocutors about whether lisan 
had a positive impact on their daily lives also varied among the in-between generation, 
with young men often being more positive about it than young women. 

Regardless of their appraisal of lisan as something positive or negative, I have 
shown that young adults of the in-between generation profoundly believe in lisan. Illness, 
accidents and untimely deaths are therefore always explained as the consequence of 
ancestral wrath or black magic. The inability of lisan to cure illness or to prevent accidents 
or death does in no way convince my interlocutors that lisan might not be the most 
effective tool at hand. Rather, it convinces them that not enough lisan has been applied 
or that lisan authorities have not yet found the real root of the problem. This strong belief 
in lisan and especially in the exclusive position of elders as mediators between young 
adults and their ancestors creates a strong generational power imbalance. By wielding 
the power of the ancestors, elderly men are at an advantage and can coerce their juniors 
into submissive compliance. It is in this sense that it is important to analyse lisan as a 
generational power field. Lisan establishes and enforces a gerontocratic distribution of 
power by placing the mediation between powerful and potentially vengeful ancestors 
and their living descendants in the hands of elderly men. It is the unshakeable belief in 
lisan, in combination with this unequal generational power field, I argue, that defines 
the positionality of young adults within their community and society and that thereby 
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deeply shapes the verticalities within horizontal citizenship relationships in Timor-Leste. 
I have demonstrated how lisan positions young adults as citizens by analysing three 

institutions of lisan that I consider central in this positionality: the uma lulik, fetosan/
umane relationships, and tara bandu agreements. By analysing these institutions I have 
shown that young people’s citizenship is mediated by sub-state collectivities (Yuval-Davis 
1999) and I have explored how each of these three institutions positions the young 
citizen within her family and within her community and how that establishes a point of 
departure from which the individual sees herself as a citizen. This point of departure is 
characterised by its low position vis-à-vis older generations. By subsequently showing 
how lisan is present, not only in local and family-based institutions but also at the national 
level of democratic politics, I have made clear that lisan infuses unequal generational 
relationships on all levels of governance and interaction. 

I have concluded this chapter by showing how young adults navigate the rules 
of lisan, especially when their personal relationships and choices are at odds with the 
regulations laid upon them by lisan institutions. A contradiction lays at the heart of this 
navigation. While on the one hand young adults present lisan as something they have 
no power in and they cannot change, on the other hand they develop techniques to 
evade, at least partially, the constraints lisan places on their freedom. I have explored 
this navigation using examples of how young adults of the in-between generation 
negotiate issues of marriage and their choice of a partner. What unites these strategies 
of navigation is that they are all conducted with deference towards older generations 
and lisan institutions. Hence, while navigating the terrains of lisan, young adults do not 
question or challenge the fundamental pillars of lisan, as this would be too perilous 
an endeavour. Rather, they find ways to either adapt to the situation or to change the 
situation without openly going against their seniors. In the most extreme case, young 
adults might feel that the incompatibility of their own wishes and the rules of lisan are 
so insuperable, that they cannot live with it. 

Hence, lisan shapes a language of citizenship in which kinship relations are more 
central and relevant than state institutions. In this customary language of citizenship, 
respect and deference are crucial. As the amount of respect due is dependent on kinship 
positioning, it is important to know one’s position in the family and in the community. In 
lisan young adults learn to patiently and respectfully await their time and to, until then, 
leave the business of governing and decision-making to those who can mediate between 
the living and their ancestors. The lisan-based customary language of citizenship gives 
young people a place of belonging. However, it also teaches them that their place is at 
the bottom of the hierarchy and that their belonging is conditional on deference and 
obedience. 

The element of deference is therefore crucial to young adult’s navigation of lisan. 
Although my interlocutors did not passively and uncritically accept everything that was 
part of lisan they were, simultaneously, deeply convinced of the dangers of disrespecting 
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lisan, both socially and in relation to the ancestors. As Pedro explained at the beginning 
of this chapter, lisan teaches people both to love one another and to fear and respect 
one another. Within the generational power field, however, the fear and respect are 
unidirectional from the younger to the older. Hence, young adults navigate lisan with 
their head respectfully bowed down. They follow the orders of the captain and keep a 
watchful eye on future horizons. While at times they might be able to adjust a sail or two, 
the rudder will remain out of reach for some years to come. In the next chapters I will 
illustrate how the positionality young adults occupy in lisan and the customary language 
of citizenship associated with it, profoundly influence how they position themselves in, 
and navigate other structures and levels of politics and governance. I will begin by doing 
so at the level of the suku in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 5

Governing the local
Belonging, citizenship and in-betweenness in the suku

Within the context of the drive for Timor-Leste to become a state and a 
nation, villages have become sites of intense interface between national 
development and democratisation goals and local more or less customary 
ways of life, and so between often profoundly different ways of understanding 
and constructing legitimacy, authority, agency and community. 

- Brown 2012a, 58

Yes, mana, the role of youth representatives in the suku council is very 
difficult. Their names are in there but they do not really do anything 
important. We have not seen … I myself have not heard of any success story of 
a youth representative, whether male or female, of someone who really did 
something good for their suku or who has really influenced the suku council 
so that they would listen to them. I haven’t heard. 

- Leonor, interview, 06.04.2017

In the previous chapter I have shown that lisan is central in the lives of most East 
Timorese, not least the in-between generation. I have also shown that lisan shapes 
a customary language of citizenship that is based on gerontocratic understandings of 
kinship, deference, and power. This language of citizenship positions young adults at 
the bottom of intergenerational power hierarchies and teaches them to await and obey 
instructions. While lisan is presented as the basis for a nation-wide identity, its institutions 
are firmly anchored in the sub-state polity of the suku. In that sense the suku connects 
intensely local institutions with profoundly national ideas of Timoreseness. It is therefore 
perhaps not surprising that the suku was chosen as the first step in a decentralisation 
process during the first years of independence. This choice had a profound impact on 
the suku. By bringing the state into the suku, as Brown (2012a) points out, an interface 
was created between national conceptions of democratisation and local and customary 
understandings of governance. I will argue, in this chapter, that this interface has 
created a complicated position of in-betweenness for youth in the suku in general and 
suku council youth representatives in particular. This position of in-betweenness results 
from having to navigate different and at times contradictory languages of citizenship 
and the expectations implied in them. These contradictions, I will argue, bring about not 
only disorientation, but also the frustration and disillusionment that clearly speak from 
Leonor’s above assessment of the position of suku council youth representatives. 
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Suku is mostly translated into English as “village”. This is, however, a meagre 
translation if we consider the multifaceted dimensions of what a suku is in Timor-Leste 
and what it means to its inhabitants. In Indonesian, the word suku refers to a “tribe” or 
ethnic group (Vel 2008) but regarded from an East Timorese perspective this translation 
can also be considered to be severely lacking.  When an interlocutor spoke about a suku, 
she could be referring to the lowest level of administration (both rural or urban), but 
also to a geographical area, a unit of belonging, the contours of a network of extended 
families or a combination of all the above. Due to its intimate connection with family 
history, kinship, and lisan, the suku (especially the suku in which their uma lulik stood) 
was often much more to my interlocutors than just the place where they lived or where 
they came from. It was a central node of belonging, identity and responsibility. The 
suku does, however, not only have value for the individual. Historically, the suku played 
an important role constituting a site of continuity under different waves of foreign 
occupation and administration (McWilliams 2005, 38) and as key sites “of resistance, 
accommodation and re-interpretation” (Brown 2012a, 61). As has been introduced 
in chapter 2, the Indonesian occupation force created new settlements closer to the 
main roads in which they resettled populations who surrendered after the devastating 
“encirclement and annihilation” campaign. The consequences of this displacement went 
far beyond the destruction of, and limited access to, agricultural plots and the famine 
resulting from it (CAVR3, 2005). It also tore apart communities that were organised in 
meaningful structures and systems of reciprocity and governance. João pointed out in 
chapter 2 that he moved back to his original suku with his family as soon as Indonesian 
rule slackened. This was, however, not an option for all those displaced and hence, until 
today, complex land disputes and community disjuncture linger as a consequence of 
those displacements (Barnes 2011). 

The centrality of the suku, as Brown (2012a) pointed out above, made it the 
governance level of choice when the government started exploring the possibilities 
for decentralisation in the early years of independence. The suku had also been a 
governance body under Indonesian occupation (see Kammen 2015, 135) although 
the Indonesian administration used the Indonesian denominations of desa (village) 
and kepala desa (village head). Hence, there was some governance infrastructure and 
knowledge already available at the suku level. The suku council that was conceived for 
the first suku election in 2005 combined four different elements: the election of suku 
and aldeia chiefs, customary elements (the presence of an elected elder and a lia nain), 
representative democracy ideals (the presence of women and youth representatives) 
and party politics (as the suku councils were affiliated to a political party). Although the 
composition of the suku councils has changed since, and although the party affiliation 
was abandoned as I will elaborate further below, suku councils continue today to be 
the point of convergence between national democratic ideals and more local customary 
ways of organising community life. 
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I will show throughout this chapter that the local is always a profoundly political 
space, independently of the presence of national political parties. Clarke et al. (2014, 
135) point out that the local is often presented as a depoliticised, pragmatic space 
filled with authentic relationships that can create social cohesion. This is then often 
contrasted to the national space which is seen as intensely political and characterised 
by power relations and dominance. I endeavour here to provide a counterpoint to this 
depolitisation of the local by showing how the suku is a deeply political space in which 
power and domination play a central role in defining intergenerational dynamics and 
therefore the position of young adults in the suku. By exploring how democratisation 
efforts interact with the domains of kinship and custom (Michelutti 2007), I theorise and 
problematise the suku as a central node in East Timorese democratisation and state-
building. 

The combination of these “profoundly different ways of understanding and 
constructing legitimacy, authority, agency and community” (Brown 2012a, 58), I argue in 
this chapter, brings about the convergence of two different languages of citizenship for 
young suku inhabitants. One language of citizenship, related to the national democratic 
ideals formulated in the suku council law, projects the image of citizens as equal. I 
therefore call it a language of egalitarian citizenship. It considers a good citizen to be an 
active and critical member of the community, who is willing to take responsibility and to 
represent others within the council. The other language of citizenship is connected to 
the customary institutions discussed in the previous chapter. This language underscores 
deferential and gerontocratic relationships. Young and/or female citizens are, in this 
language, expected to conform to the rules of male elders. Good citizenship is thus 
characterised by obedience, deference and expectant behaviour. This chapter is about 
how these two languages of citizenship converge in the suku council and how young 
adults in general and suku council youth representatives in particular, are caught in-
between these languages of citizenship and the conflicting expectations resulting from 
them. 

The first language of citizenship that springs from liberal democratic ideals 
assumes equality before the law. However, “the language of common and even equal 
citizenship renders invisible the many inequalities that lie concealed beneath the mask 
of formal equality and obscures the inadequacies of liberal neutrality as state policy” 
(Jayal 2011, 186). By envisioning citizenship purely as a general set of rights and duties 
that are applicable to all, this first language of citizenship obscures the reality of unequal 
substantive access to those rights (Kyed and Buur 2006, 566). Hence, when studying 
citizenship, it is crucial to explore which power dynamics mediate people’s access to 
the rights envisioned for them in liberal democratic citizenship policy. It is therefore also 
more useful to explore how citizenship is enacted (rather than how it is envisioned) (Isin 
and Nielsen 2008), and “what forms of identification, conduct and attitude are prescribed 
for the ideal citizen” (Kyed and Buur 2006, 566). This becomes most clearly visible when 
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exploring how an understanding of citizenship is instilled into “new” citizens through the 
cultural process of “subject-ification” (Ong 1996, 737). It is in this sense that I consider it 
pertinent to explore Ong’s (1996, 737) concept of cultural citizenship, which she defines 
as the “dual process of self-making and being made within webs of power”.

Ong (1996), however, focusses very much on the power relations between the 
nation-state and “foreign” newcomers. As I have expounded in the introductory chapter, 
I join the efforts to decentralise the state in the study of citizenship and thus also focus 
on the sub-state polities in which citizenship is created, shaped and lived. According to 
Ong (1996, 739), it is only when the state is absent, that “instilling proper normative 
behaviour and identity in newcomers must also be taken up by the institutions in civil 
society”. Hence, although I agree with Ong (1996) that non-state institutions play a 
central role in instilling normative identity and behaviour in citizens, I disagree with her 
that this is only the case in the state’s absence. I explore, throughout this dissertation, 
how non-state institutions play a crucial role in shaping the content of East Timorese 
citizenship, even in arenas were the state is highly present. 

What I do find fruitful in Ong’s (1996) approach to citizenship is the awareness 
that the process of “learning” citizenship is characterized by the instilment of deeply 
cultural and normative ideas about behaviour and identity, be it by state institutions 
or others, into “newcomers”. The “newcomers”, in this case, are not migrants seeking 
national citizenship, but rather young adults. These young adults are often considered 
from a normative perspective of incompleteness, as not-yet-citizens, even when they 
are well over the minimum voting age of seventeen. Thus, while making themselves and 
being made into citizens, young adults navigate complex webs of state and customary 
power which leave different traces on their citizenship palimpsest. Both institutions, 
however, have different approaches to this perceived incompleteness. The contradictory 
expectations towards young citizenship that result from the convergence of different 
languages of citizenship makes the process of self-making an often frustrating and 
alienating one for the in-between generation. 

In order to explore the contradictions faced by the in-between generation in their 
process of self-making, I will start this chapter by considering the centrality of the suku 
as a place of belonging. I will then turn to the state’s decentralisation efforts and the 
resulting variations of suku council compositions since 2005. In doing so I will illustrate 
how the workings of the suku council are profoundly enmeshed with kinship and with the 
customary institutions, and the languages of citizenship resulting from them, discussed 
in the previous chapter. Finally, I will turn to the position of young adults in the suku and 
particularly the youth representatives in the suku council. By delving into the complex 
intersections between political governance, custom and kinship and by scrutinising 
the contradictory expectations placed on the in-between generation, I analyse what it 
means to be a young citizen within the suku. 
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5.1 The suku at the centre of the world

The suku as a geographical administrative unit dates to the Portuguese administration 
of Timor. At the time the island of Timor was divided into different kingdoms that were 
ruled by liurai (kings). Kingdoms were divided into aggregations of settlements. These 
aggregations were known as sukus (Ospina and Hohe 2002, 46). The suku has been 
maintained ever since as a central local unit of administration. Sukus are, however, 
much more than purely geographical and administrative units. Etymologically, suku can 
also mean ethnic group or “tribe” although I rarely heard it being used in that way in 
daily interaction. Nevertheless, the (rural) suku was referred to almost always as a unit 
of identification and belonging, and as intimately connected to (extended) family and 
descent lines. As pointed out earlier, the Indonesian invasion, and especially the relocation 
of settlements for a bigger control by the Indonesian army, profoundly impacted the 
suku landscape. The magnificent growth of Dili through rural-urban migration has also 
brought new sukus into existence. Hence, it is not only people’s daily speech, but also 
the law on suku governance that distinguishes between “old” (mostly rural) and “new” 
(mostly urban) sukus. Consequently, sukus are defined as “legal persons governed by 
public law, of an associative character, created on the basis of historical, cultural and 
traditional circumstances, whose members are connected by family or traditional 
links, in a given space” (Decree Law 9/2016, emphasis added). The law then goes on to 
distinguish this “default” suku from urban (new) sukus which were “created on the basis 
of social and historic processes marked by the migration of different ethnical groups, 
throughout colonisation periods, that decomposed the familiar nature of the previously 
existent links” (Decree Law 9/2016, emphasis added). Although Susana Barnes (2011) 
shows that migration has always been intimately connected to the creation of new (sub-) 
lineages and consequently new sukus, the sheer scale and pace at which this happened 
since 1975 did not allow for custom, identity and belonging to keep pace with the 
emergence of “new” sukus entirely. 

Hence, the distinction between urban and rural sukus was also very clearly made 
by the interlocutors in my research project. Apart from a small minority of interlocutors 
who were born in Dili and who either had very little connection to their parents’ rural 
sukus of origin, or whose ancestors had also already lived in the area that is now Dili, 
all my urban interlocutors considered they had two sukus: the suku they lived in in Dili 
and their suku of origin. The latter was often referred to as “my own suku” (hau nia suku 
rasik) or as “our suku” (suku ami nian). The suku of origin was often related to feelings of 
belonging and responsibility. Young adults often expressed that they wanted to become 
active in their suku and to make things better for the population living in it. Although I 
did meet some young adults who were planning to stay in Dili and build up their lives 
there, many of my urban interlocutors planned to move back to their villages of origin 
and to try and create their own jobs there. Others, who planned to stay in Dili for work, 
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were at the same time committed to contributing to the development of their suku, by 
investing money earned in Dili and making available knowledge attained in Dili to the 
community of their suku of origin. 

Marco, for example, was a student at the Faculty of Educational Sciences when I 
met him in 2012. He told me that, upon graduating he would be going back to his suku of 
origin to teach there and to contribute to the development of the suku. He told me: “For 
me, my heart belongs to my hometown, I love it very much, rather than any other place, 
it is my hometown71”. Marco was convinced that “every person that has already studied 
something in Dili, if they think that they can make even a small change in their home 
village, they have to first start in their village and change should start from a small corner 
to grow from there” (Marco, interview, 06.10.2012). This idea, that change would start 
from the suku and spread outwards, and that the place to start being active was the own 
suku of origin, was very pervasive amongst my research interlocutors, especially those 
studying at university. Tertiary students, as I have described in chapter 2, often referred to 
their rural and less educated counterparts as “abandoned”. They felt the need to counter 
this abandonment very acutely. Hence, they imagined how they would move back to 
their suku and teach at the local school, open a clinic, start a construction business or 
a tourism facility. The goal was always to bring life and economic development to the 
rural suku. Apart from the future projection of their contribution to the suku of origin, 
tertiary students in Dili often organise in regional and suku student associations that 
unite students from different universities. While the regional associations are mostly 
organised as safety nets for students moving to Dili on their own, the sub-associations 
at suku level often focus on organising activities, festivities and informal education for 
youth living in the suku of origin.  

It is highly significant that the action planned or implemented at the level of the 
suku is seen as the first contribution to the nation any citizen can make. Simão, for 
example, when I asked him why he had wanted to become a suku youth representative, 
told me that he wanted to “help our suku in order to improve our nation, from the 
suku to the nation” (Simão, interview, 21.06.2015). As Kabeer (2005, 21) argues, sub-
national communities in which people mostly “exercise their claims and obligations” 
often mean much more to citizens than their membership in the nation-state. Hence 
people recognise their rights and duties in the first place toward their family, kin and 
neighbours. Brown (2014, 104) adds that for the case of Timor-Leste, in some aspects 
the suku is more “national” than the central government itself, because the values and 
mechanisms that constitute the social and political order of the suku are important 
elements that are shared throughout the nation. This is for example the case with the 
uma lulik as discussed in the previous chapter. By being a place of lisan and kultura, 
the suku automatically becomes a central node of national belonging too. As I have 

71  This interview was conducted in English, as I did not know Tetun well enough yet at the time of the interview. 
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illustrated in chapters 2 and 4, young adults consider lisan, and the kultura connected 
to it, central to their national identity. One would imagine Dili, as a place where people 
from all over the country meet, where they communicate in the same language, and 
where the national government is based, to be the place where a national identity takes 
shape. Nevertheless, various interlocutors told me that Dili cannot be such a place of 
national identity because in Dili there is barely any kultura or lisan to be found. Hence, 
in this sense, the local level of belonging repeated (in different variations) throughout 
the national territory provides a kind of Andersonian national imagination of belonging. 
The engagement with the (rural) suku is thus a “localized form of national belonging” 
(Obarrio 2014, 109). 

Therefore, when I spoke to Aurora once about local governance and lisan, she 
underscored the intimate connection between the rural suku and lisan and between 
lisan and national identity. Thereby Dili was presented as a place where both are lost. 
She stated: 

“In the city nobody is really learning about [kultura], because for almost 
everybody their uma lisan is in the districts.” 

“And what are the consequences of this?”

“The consequence is that in the future, in the years to come, probably the 
youth in the city will no longer know about rituals, for example fetosan/umane. 
They will not know about this anymore because they will not be learning it in 
the process. For example, in the districts every year certain ceremonies take 
place, like Finado (All Souls Day). And we have to go there every year, to the 
cemetery with our family. But in Dili this is not the case, everybody is doing 
their own thing. Maybe fetosan/umane will also not be used for a long time 
anymore ….

“And what do you think are the consequences for the nation?” I insisted.

“Ehm...a consequence is maybe that identity will be lost, like kultura. Because 
in Timor, lisan is very strong, but if we consider that it becomes less important... 
Like for example barlake, we see it as a barrier for becoming rich, a barrier to 
be able to save money. Or we see fetosan/umane as a barrier, we consider it is 
not important for us and so we do not educate our children about it and then 
at some point it will be lost and we will also lose a part of our identity. Part of 
our national identity will be lost because kultura is very important for that.” 
(Aurora, interview, 12.05.2015)
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Nationalism, Eriksen (2010, 122) argues, is often a “traditionalistic ideology” that tends 
to reify and re-codify tradition. He shows, for the case of Norway, that it was “the city 
dwellers, not the peasants, who decided that reified aspects of peasant culture should be 
‘the national culture’”. It might therefore not be surprising that Aurora, as an academic 
and urban young adult, who is both critical about, and partially able to avoid, the negative 
consequences of lisan and kultura, is the one voicing the fear of a disappearing national 
identity through the loss (rural) traditions. It is also remarkable how Aurora positions 
herself here, again, as a member of the in-between generation. She presents herself 
as the generation who “still knows” because she is forced to visit the cemetery with 
her family on All Souls Day every year, because she learned lisan “in the process” and 
is forced, at least to a certain extent, to comply with it. The urban youth, coming of age 
today, are here presented by Aurora as the generation that will grow up more estranged 
from this kultura. She predicts that urban parents of nowadays are not as persistent in 
teaching their children about lisan and kultura as her rural parents were while she was 
growing up. This “new” generation is thus at risk of growing up without a relationship to 
their suku of origin. Consequently, they do not learn about kultura and will thus grow up 
without any meaningful form of national identity. 

The projection of the rural suku as a “pure” place in which lisan and kultura are still 
respected and lived out, was also a prominent topic among Pedro and his classmates 
while they were doing an internship in the village of Miguel and Dulce. The students 
were asked by the xefe suku, pai72 Donato, to help him conduct the yearly local census. 
They were baffled upon being received according to kultura at every aldeia they visited 
with the suku administration books. This reception included a performance by a group 
of local lia nain, who spoke the local ritual language and welcomed them in the name 
of the ancestors. It included teenage girls, dressed in traditional tais dresses, showering 
them with bougainvillea petals. And it included traditional circle dances and hours of 
speeches by the village elders. Hence, when I asked them, in a focus group discussion at 
the end of their internship, about the most important things they had learned, Mafalda, 
a student in social communication, expressed it in the following way: “What was most 
important was to learn about registering the population and also the kultura that they 
use, because if they don’t use it, they will lose it. But they still preserve their kultura and 
that is something that is very important to me, because I don’t want my nation to lose 
its kultura because that is the most important …. In my own suku they do not show their 
kultura anymore, but maybe I can apply this there and make them do it like this. Kultura 
is important for our nation” (Mafalda, FGD, 15.08.2015).

Mafalda, a tertiary student living in Dili, thus saw in the kultura presented by the 
inhabitants of this suku something that had been lost in her own suku of origin. Upon 

72  Pai means father. As I was living with him and his family, I addressed him and referred to him as father. In the village he 
was variously addressed as avo (grandfather), liurai (king), pai (father), and sometimes tio (uncle). Katuas Tadeu was my 
only interlocutor in the village who used only his name, without prefixing a title.
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realising that it still exists, she sets herself the task to make her own community revive 
their kultura again, in order to save the nation from cultural extinction. As Eriksen’s 
(2010) city dweller, Mafalda reifies the rural culture she was no longer brought up with 
as the central element of her own national identity. Just like Aurora (and many of my 
other interlocutors) Mafalda connects kultura with national identity and with the danger 
of losing the latter through abandoning the former. The suku thus becomes a central site 
of conservation of kultura and lisan and therefore also a central site for the nurturing 
of national identity. This is a very interesting role the suku seems to play. When asking 
young adults how to guarantee the survival of national identity, they pointed to the suku 
as a sphere of action. It seems counterintuitive to take a very localised sphere of action 
when looking for nation-wide solutions. However, this was not only the case for identity 
and belonging. When I asked interlocuters where and how young adults could contribute 
to the development of the country, they often pointed to the suku as the first and central 
site for their actions. Sukus were considered the best site to engage in development, 
education, law enforcement, change, preservation of culture and environment, and 
even the nurturing of national belonging. 

With this centrality of the suku in the daily lives of East Timorese citizens, it is thus 
not surprising that, when faced with the need to decentralise, the state opted to start 
by establishing the suku as an arena of local governance. Consequently, sukus received a 
pivotal role in local administration and law enforcement. They also became channels of 
communication between the state and its citizens, though mostly unidirectional and top 
down, as we will see in the following section. 

5.2 The hybrid suku council 

Based on its relevance as a sphere of kinship, belonging, and local customary governance, 
the suku was appropriated by the state as the lowest level of administration (Cummins 
2011, 91). Since the first legislation about suku administration was passed in 2004, 
the laws around the suku council have changed three times, prior to every new suku 
election. In the first legislation, each member of the suku council was nominated by their 
political party and voted for independently (Brown 2012a, 66). After this, party affiliation 
turned out to be a major divisive topic that rendered suku administration exclusive and 
partially impractical (Brown 2012b, 161), therefore the suku council was decoupled 
from political party affiliation by 2009 and the suku council was chosen as a pakote 
(package) gathered around a xefe suku (suku leader) (Decree Law 3/2009; Gusmão 2012, 
189). During the 2009 election, pakotes could be either affiliated to a political party or 
could be “independent”. In 2016 the pakote structure was dissolved and replaced by a 
more complicated structure of first village-wide election of xefe aldeia and two aldeia 
delegates (one man and one woman), who then collectively choose a lia nain and two 
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youth representatives (one man and one woman) and finally a suku-wide election for a 
xefe suku (Decree Law 9/2016)73. 

Although the form and function of the suku council are defined by law, formally 
the suku council is not considered an institution of the state but rather a “community 
organisation” (Brown 2012a, 60). Although, according to the law, members of the suku 
council are to exercise “competencies that may be conferred by law or regulation” (§12.l, 
Law 9/2016), the “resolutions approved by the Suku Council do not create obligations for 
the State or the Municipality” (§16.2, Law 9/2016). Hence, a vertical top-down system 
was created in which the suku administration executes state law without being able to 
contribute to it and without being a “representative channel up to the government” for 
the people of the suku (Brown 2012a, 60). By detaching the suku administration from 
the state apparatus, the government cut a possible stream of upward accountability 
and reduced costs. In this line, Meneses (2007, 2) states that decentralisation processes 
are often directed at permeating peripheral areas with state authority much more than 
they are endeavours to accommodate claims of the population. This also seems to be 
applicable to the decentralisation process in Timor-Leste. 

Hence, suku council members are not state employees or civil servants. Xefes suku 
and xefes aldeia receive a monthly allowance (without any social security rights) and 
other suku council members receive attendance slips for suku council meetings. This, 
however, counterproductively creates a widely shared perception of the suku council 
positions as remunerated, yet highly underpaid positions. This leads to frustration and 
disengagement of suku council members who feel their underpayment signals the 
undervaluation of their work. When I asked Leonor, who was elected delegate of her 
aldeia, why the suku council is not a state institution, she first said she did not know 
of any good argument for it to be so, and then added scornfully: “They say that if the 
sukus would all receive [money] from the government they would not be able to protest 
against the government. But sukus are not NGOs! Sukus are a small part of the nation 
RDTL (Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste)! They form part of RDTL. Why do they plan it 
like this?!” (Leonor, interview, 06.04.2017). This argument is further invalidated because 
of the above-mentioned lack of upward accountability in the system itself. I will return 
to the issue of underpayment further below when analysing the motivation, or lack 
thereof, of youth representatives in the suku council. 

The function of the suku council, as it was envisioned by law, is not only to implement 
and communicate the laws of the state locally, but also in great part to shape and regulate 
custom within the realm of the suku. Hence, the 2016 law specifically states it as a duty 

73 Consequently, at the time of my first two fieldwork periods (2012 and 2015) the suku council was constituted by a xefe 
suku, xefes aldeia (according to the number of aldeias), two women representatives, two youth representatives (one man 
and one woman), one elder and one lia nain (who was chosen by the suku council, not voted for). After the election in 
2016 the suku council was composed by a xefe suku, xefes aldeia (according to the number of aldeias), two delegates (one 
man and one woman) for every aldeia, two youth representatives (one man and one woman) and a lia nain (with youth 
representatives and lian nain being elected only by xefes aldeia and delegates). 
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of the suku council to “defend, ensure and promote the traditional customs and practices 
of the community” (§5.1d, Decree Law 9/2016). Additionally, the suku council has various 
competences regarding lisan, for example to “promote and defend the Knua (ancestral 
family line) as fundamental element of the cultural identity of the Timorese People”; to 
“Preserve the existence of the uma-lulik or uma-lisan in the community”; and to “promote 
the holding of activities for the inter-generational transmission of practices, traditions and 
customs of the local community”. Finally, the fourth suku council competence with regard 
to lisan communicates the state’s apprehension with lisan’s sometimes negative effect on 
economic sustainability: “collaborate in the organisation of festivities, ceremonies, rituals 
and other activities for the affirmation of the traditions, practices and customs that form 
the identity of the community, without prejudice to the demands that are proper of the 
social and economic development of the community” (§6, Decree Law 9/2016; emphasis 
added). Note how the law repeatedly relates the customary with identity: the knua is 
presented as a fundamental element of cultural identity, and practices and customs are 
described as forming the identity of the community. Hence, by endowing the suku council 
with guarding these identity-shaping elements of lisan that are considered to be present 
in the suku, the suku assumes a central position in people’s identity, even by law. 

Despite its decoupling from political party affiliation, the suku remains a highly 
political place. I here want to counter the presentation of the “local” and the “customary” 
as a depoliticised and pragmatic space filled with authentic relationships (Clarke et al 
2014, 135). Rather, I want to explore how the local and the customary are intertwined 
with national and local politics and how that contributes to the suku as a hybrid space 
of governance. The direct relationship between the suku council and the political parties 
was reconsidered after the negative effects in the wake of the 2005 suku elections. It 
should be noted that the period between the 2005 and the 2009 suku elections was 
extremely politicised in the whole nation-state due to the 2006 crisis and the creation of 
the CNRT party in opposition to the Fretilin. The divisive politics of political parties during 
the 2006 crisis exacerbated the suspicion people already had based on the conflicts 
between the Fretilin and the UDT in 1974-75. Hence, as Brown argues, the “rejection of 
party competition was persistently tied to people’s experience and fear of violence, their 
perception of parties as divisive and desire for leadership that supported co-operation 
across the whole community. Political parties were repeatedly seen as self-interested 
“ghosts” that were neither committed to nor interested in the welfare or the views of 
the community, and that favoured the interests only of their supporters” (Brown 2012a, 
66). The negative view on political parties discredited the xefes suku who were suspected 
of only serving supporters of their own party instead of the community as a whole 
(Gusmão 2012, 183). Furthermore, democratic competition, debate and campaigning, 
by diverging from customary forms of decision-making that are more consensus-based, 
were experienced as divisive and as harbouring the potential for violent confrontations 
(Magno and Coa 2012, 169).
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However, also after 2009, there were still many xefes suku who formed pakotes 

with a party affiliation. Others had “independent” pakotes although they themselves 

still had strong party affiliations. In this case an independent pakote seemed to mean it 

was a politically mixed pakote. Take, for example, pai Donato. With his forty-something 

years a relatively young veteran from the resistance, Pai Donato had been xefe suku 

since independence. In 2005 he ran with a Fretilin pakote. However, after the crisis he 

followed Xanana Gusmão into the CNRT, so he finished his first term as a member of the 

CNRT. In 2009 after having announced not to run again he was begged by the community 

to run. He told me, the community did not want to be ruled by any of the other two 

candidates who they feared would behave like old-fashioned colonial liurai (autocratic 

and exploitative). Hence, he ran again with an “independent” pakote, even though his 

affiliation with the CNRT was widely known within the community, with CNRT stickers 

on his front door, a big CNRT clock in the living room and him campaigning locally for 

the CNRT during parliamentary elections in 2012. He also distinguished, in talking to me, 

between infrastructure projects that were brought by the state and projects that he had 

managed to get through his party affiliation which he called “through the back door”. 

When I asked what it meant, then, to have an independent pakote he explained that it 

means that he and other council members do not “bring politics into the suku council”. 

They might not support the same party but those diverging opinions are left out of their 

suku council meetings. 

It must be noted that pai Donato was a widely loved and respected xefe suku in his 

community. Although some people expressed that he privileged his own family members 

over others and did not tolerate much critique about his family members, I did not hear 

complaints about him privileging CNRT affiliates over members of other parties, nor of 

him demanding money for signing documents, a practice xefes suku were often said to 

uphold. For example, when I interviewed Luis and Dora, two UNTL students, about suku 

politics in 2015, Luis – who knew pai Donato through an internship he did at his village 

– spoke very positively about pai Donato but he was very critical about the xefe suku of 

his own suku of origin, telling me:  

Mana, for example, if some project is to happen in the suku, sometimes 

international NGOs come and want to work together with the xefe suku in 

order to develop the suku. But sometimes the xefe suku wants all the profit 

for himself. For example if an organisation comes to the xefe suku and he 

has to sign something for them, then he will ask money for signing it, but 

if he doesn’t sign, there is no development. And at aldeia level we see the 

same kind of politics if somebody needs a document signed. Officially, they 

are not allowed to ask money for these things but we see now all the xefes 

suku looking for profit. Even with really poor people (ema kbiit laek), who 
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only need him to write his name on top of a certificate paper, he still will ask 
money for it. This happens a lot, but if he sees someone from his own family 
he will not ask, but if it is people from another party … (Luis, group interview, 
17.05.2015)

Luis addresses various elements at once here. Firstly, it comes to the fore that it is often 
(international) NGOs that are regarded to be responsible for bringing development to 
the rural areas, underscoring the centralised and Dili-focused approach to development 
upheld by the state. Secondly, it highlights the role of the xefe suku as mediator between 
the national level of politics and NGOs, and the needs of the local community. It also 
illustrates the opportunistic constructions that might spring from that position. But most 
important is Luis’ last comment in which he says that the xefe suku will not ask for money 
from his own family, but that he will ask it from people who support another party. This 
conflation of family lines with political parties has deep and far reaching consequences, 
not only for the relationships between families in a suku, but also for the freedom of 
choice that is presupposed in a democratic system. Xefes suku are often accused of 
practicing party favouritism and familiarismu (nepotism). What Luis’ comment shows is 
that these two practices are sometimes hard to distinguish. 

To be affiliated (either openly or discretely) with a political party enhances the 
power of the xefe suku to comply with expectations from the community. Political 
networks provide money, development projects, state support and a bigger awareness 
in the government for local problems. In a sense, party affiliation provides a level of 
accountability and leverage upwards that the suku law excludes. It is by wielding the 
power of a voting constituency that xefes suku manage to pressure higher levels of 
governance to take them into consideration. This makes it attractive, if not necessary, 
for xefes suku (both rural and urban) to establish and maintain political networks. 
Furthermore, although party politics at the suku level are often spoken about negatively, 
young interlocutors also expressed their understanding for the need of xefe suku party 
affiliation due to the high levels of legitimacy that some parties automatically endow on 
their affiliates. While interviewing Rafael, I asked him whether he thought it possible to 
win a suku election without party affiliation. Rafael told me:

For example if you say Fretilin, the old men and women, they do not care 
anymore about who is actually sitting there, they just see it is the Fretilin. That 
has been with them throughout history, so Fretilin is most linked to the past 
and so is also very firmly in their hearts. So they vote for it because of Fretilin, 
not because of the people …. There are some independent groups that can 
win, but they have to prepare themselves very well, prepare their activities and 
their capacities very well. They have to practice their ability to influence, they 
have to tell the community: I stand here with this position … actually, they have 



Chapter 5

146

to make the community trust that this person is really able to develop us and 
to take us to a greater well-being of the suku. (Rafael, interview, 12.06.2015)

Hence, a xefe suku who makes use of his party affiliation does not have to be more 
explicit about his promises to the community because their trust in him is based on the 
past achievements of his party (leaders) and on the influence his party has in parliament. 
An independent candidate however, is evaluated and judged personally and needs to 
convince the community of his personal skills for bringing development and well-being 
into the suku. 

The power of a xefe suku, however, is not only related to his political connections. 
The position of the xefe suku, and of any other suku council member for that matter, is 
also deeply impacted by kinship relations within the suku. How community members 
interact with suku council members is thus only partially related to their status as suku 
council members and to a much larger extent based on kinship relations. This became 
clear to me one day, as nineteen-year-old Miguel and I walked back after a discussion 
group in one of the aldeias of his suku. Little puffs of dust formed around our ankles each 
time our feet come down on the sandy road on that dry-season afternoon. Despite the 
heat, I had grown fond of our walks between the aldeias because during those thirty 
minutes Miguel told me all kinds of stories about the village, explained to me how he 
was related to each person that we met on the road, and provided insights into the focus 
group discussions he was helping me host in the different aldeias of his suku. My eyes 
swept over the valley, where every tree leaf seemed to be covered with a flimsy film 
of dust, where the sandy road wound past houses, trees and cornfields, more or less 
parallel to the river that at each rainy season seemed to eat a bit more of the agricultural 
plots flanking it. I wondered aloud why, on that day, the discussion had felt so much 
more productive than the day before. Suddenly I realised: the xefe aldeia had left us 
alone to our work, instead of hanging around like the day before, mingling with every 
activity and telling the participants what to write down on their flipcharts. Miguel agreed 
with me wholeheartedly. Then he told me that he would have liked to talk to the xefe 
aldeia about his behaviour, to repeat to him my words that this discussion was for the 
youth and that it was about the views of youth, not of older people. But he could not, 
because the xefe aldeia was his uncle and so he was not allowed to speak up against him. 
He then told me not to worry about the discussion in the next aldeia. There it would be 
very different and there he would be able to tell the xefe aldeia to stay out of it. Because 
that one was his cousin, so to talk to him would not be a problem.  

I remembered this episode when talking, a week later, to pai Donato about two 
veterans in the village who were senior members of the community and brothers: 
katuas Alcides and katuas Tadeu. The two brothers, like pai Donato himself, received 
the highest, so-called “8-14” veteran pension. This meant that during the occupation 
they had engaged full-time in either the armed, the clandestine, or the diplomatic front 
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over a period of eight to fourteen years. This includes time served in prison resulting 
from that engagement (Decree Law 15/2008). Katuas Tadeu told me that he fought with 
the Fretilin, first against the UDT and later against the Indonesians in the early years of 
occupation. Pai Donato told me that katuas Alcides had also fought for the Fretilin in 
1974-5, had been taken prisoner, spent three years in prison and was, after his release, 
the suku leader (kepala desa) under Indonesian occupation. I had noticed, during my 
time in the suku, that at every public occasion at least one of the two brothers, if not 
both, would be given time to speak, of which they made use extensively. The people 
around me however, often did not seem very interested, or even annoyed with their 
speeches and I regularly saw people talking amongst themselves during the speeches, 
a fact that did not at all seem to discourage the brothers. Also, when I attended a suku 
council meeting, katuas Tadeu was the only one sharing the table at the front with pai 
Donato, despite the fact that he was not, in any official way, part of the suku council. 
Hence, I asked pai Donato why – if everyone had so little patience for, and interest in, 
the brothers – they were still invited to speak at every occasion and treated with so 
much more respect than others. I had expected that the answer would be their high 
rank of veteran-status. However, pai Donato told me that, according to the kinship ties 
in the suku, almost everyone in the suku addressed them either as “grandfather” (avo) 
or as “uncle” (tio) and so people cannot speak up against them, disrespect them or 
oppose them. He said that he is one of the few members of the community who is 
related to them as “cousin” (primo) and hence, he is among the few who can address 
them more critically. Nevertheless, he told me that at events he always gives them time 
to address the community because if he would not, they would start criticising him and 
manipulating the community against him. 

What pai Donato and Miguel show us here, is that governing a suku is not just 
about being a link between the state and its citizens. Apart from an official function 
they might have in the suku council, members are in the first place members of their 
local communities and tied, by myriad kinship ties and levels to everyone else in the 
community. Hence, for example a xefe aldeia might be the leader of the aldeia in terms 
of the suku council, but he counts at the same time as the nephew of katuas Tadeu and 
katuas Alcides and as an uncle of Amadeu, the youth representative. These linkages 
impact their mutual relationships, also inside the suku council, to a much larger extent 
than the state-defined post of xefe aldeia or aldeia citizen. Consequently, the suku 
council is not only a hybrid form of governance that combines “new” democratic ways 
of governing with “traditional” customary forms of doing so (Cummins 2011, 93). It is a 
complex hybrid system of family and kinship ties, community relationships of friendship 
and rivalry, customary roles and modern democratic denominations endowed by the 
state. The suku council is thus not a neat structure of elected officials but rather a messy 
and complex coming together of a myriad of levels and types of relationships. 

It was, again, pai Donato, with a little help of katuas Tadeu, who made me aware 
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of these dynamics. It had already caught my attention that pai Donato, whenever he 
told me about some conflict-resolution he chaired or whenever people came to see him 
about some problem, always told me how he was related to them. Also Miguel always 
explained to me how everybody we met was related, who was part of his family’s umane 
and who were their fetosan. Hence, although the function in the suku council and the 
kinship relationships seemed often undetachable, they were, at times, detached. When 
interviewing katuas Tadeu, the veteran who was always given time to speak at public 
meetings and who was also the local Fretilin representative, he criticised the follow-up 
of a PNDS74 project. He told me that “they [PNDS] do the execution, but the responsibility 
has already been officially passed to the suku. So now the responsibility is of the suku. It 
is not Donato’s, no, no … if we say it like this, that is wrong, but it is the responsibility of 
the xefe suku” (Katuas Tadeu, interview, 07.09.2015). Katuas Tadeu in this way separated 
pai Donato’s personality and function from each other in order to criticise pai Donato 
without criticising him personally – something that due to their kinship ties would be 
contentious. The same detachment was also used by pai Donato himself at times. 

One day pai Donato told me about the resolution of a conflict between Arlindo, 
the youth representative for the Fretilin in the village and grandson of katuas Tadeu, and 
his sister Faustina. Arlindo had beaten up Faustina very severely about a year earlier and 
she had filed a court case against him. The local leadership wanted to convince her to 
withdraw the case and solve it according to lisan to prevent a jail sentence for Arlindo 
and a permanent rift in the family (and consequently the community). Faustina however, 
was not so easy to convince75. Pai Donato told me how at some point he hit his hand 
on the table very hard which made her jump and that he told her: “I am not talking to 
you as Donato, I am talking to you as your xefe suku, so now you go and do what I ask 
from you”. Pai Donato told me that the language of violence is often the only language 
these people in the village understand. However, whether he realised it or not, he was 
using another language, a language in which he positioned his kinship and community 
ties with Faustina below his relationship to her as her suku leader. The first relationship 
apparently did not give him enough leverage over her, which led him to employ the 
state-endowed function as a xefe suku to enforce her obedience. 

I did not hear youth representatives make use of this disentanglement, probably 
because their position as a youth representative did not necessarily provide them with 
more leverage than their general kinship position did. Nevertheless, this profound 
enmeshment between state-endowed governance positions with the highly present 
kinship relationships at the level of the suku gives us important insights about local 

74  PNDS: National Program for the Development of the Suku. Financed by the Ministry for State Administration it is run 
by a structure of local suku inhabitants who, through certain methods of participatory appraisal, make an inventory 
about infrastructure that needs maintenance. Once approved by the ministry, the PNDS structure mobilises the local 
community to assist in the repairing of the infrastructure. For this engagement community members receive a small fee. 
New projects are not financed by the PNDS. 

75  See ten Brinke (2018) for the different account about convincing Faustina that Pedro gave me. 
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citizenship. Suku citizens are not just citizens under the jurisdiction of national and local 
leaders. As Yuval-Davis (1999) argues, sub-state collectivities can profoundly mediate 
people’s membership in, and access to the state. Hence, a suku inhabitant is not only a 
citizen, she is a daughter, a niece, a sister, a mother, a friend, and a rival. She is part of a 
family and is involved in various fetosan/umane relationships. Her relationships with local 
leaders, but also her claims to the state (and, as Faustina’s case illustrated, the possibility 
to make claims in the first place) are mediated through these local relationships. Hence, 
Cummins (2012, 114) argues that “in practice if one changes the question of ‘what are 
the governance structures in place?’ to ‘how are people actually governed?’ For most 
people in East Timorese communities, lisan is their primary source of governance, law 
and authority”.  

The centrality of lisan in local governance and the complex intermingling of 
official state functions and local community kinship ties creates profound verticalities 
in horizontal citizenship relationships (Kabeer 2005), and plays a fundamental role 
in the low levels of participation of the younger generations at the level of the suku. 
Consequently, taking up the position of a local leader in a suku council structure devised 
by the state, was not a logical step for most of my young interlocutors (especially for 
young women). Their position in the community would incapacitate them of fulfilling 
the requirements of their function. Dulce was very adamant about this. Dulce was a 
bright and proactive member of pai Donato’s suku and hence she had surprised me 
when, upon my questioning, she had categorically dismissed the idea of ever becoming 
a community leader in the village. In a later interview, when talking about the failure 
of the suku council members to engage the youth, the reasoning behind her dismissal 
became a bit clearer to me76: 

“Do you think that if the xefe suku would be a woman, the situation [of the 
youth] would be different?” I asked her. 

“I cannot know, there are many intelligent women here but I have never seen 
any of them talking really well”. 

Talking really well here stands for being able to actively take part in community meetings 
and to have one’s voice heard and respected.  
 

“So there is no woman with the qualities to be a xefe suku?” I deduced.

76  Dulce’s dismissal of a community leader position was also connected to the fact that she was a feto foun, a woman 
married into the community. She was convinced that the community would be unhappy if a woman from “elsewhere” 
would come and tell them how to live and what to do. Although this might be a crucial element when analysing the 
limited participation of women in local leadership in the mostly patrilocal communities in Timor-Leste, it surpasses the 
scope of this research.
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“That might be difficult….” 

“What about xefe aldeia?” I decided to lower the bar.

“That might be possible,” Dulce thought, “but it will still be difficult because 
you have to solve problems. To solve problems, if it is among people of 
our age that is fine, but when it comes to older people, like katuas Tadeu, 
it becomes very complicated. We will not be able to solve their problems, 
because we cannot tell them they are wrong. Even if he’s wrong we cannot 
tell him because he is older than we are, and then he is also a veteran so for 
us that is really difficult ….” (Dulce, interview, 07.09.2015)

Although young adults are entitled to vote from the age of seventeen, and to take up 
positions in the suku council, they are not “equal” to senior citizens. According to law they 
would be entitled to take up the position of xefe aldeia or even xefe suku. Nevertheless, 
in the practice of everyday life they do not count as “full” members of the community 
who have the right to tell a fellow (senior) citizen that he or she has committed a 
mistake. Hence, at suku level different languages of citizenship meet, and they are not 
always compatible. In the following section I will show how the contradictions between 
these different languages of citizenship have a profound impact on the position of young 
adults in the suku. To analyse this, I pay specific attention to young adults who have a 
legal role in the suku council: suku council youth representatives. 

5.3 Suku youth representatives in-between paradigms

In June of 2015, while walking through my Dili neighbourhood with Helena, we met the 
local xefe suku. Helena knew him personally because they were in the same party and 
she introduced us. As I wished to speak to youth representatives from suku councils 
and I did not know any, I asked him whether I could interview the youth representatives 
from his council. He told me to come to the suku office the next afternoon, he would 
make sure they would be there. The office was a little house next to the primary school 
with posters about vaccination campaigns and framed pictures of the president and the 
prime minister on the wall. It was quiet, empty and sleepy inside but I managed to find 
a secretary. I explained the purpose of my visit. She was surprised and seemed entirely 
uninformed. I asked her whether she could phone the youth representatives and tell 
them I was there. She pulled a book from a drawer and started flipping through the pages, 
wondering out loud who the youth representative was. I was struck. The secretary of the 
suku council did not know the youth representatives? After some puzzled reverie on my 
side and impatient searching on the secretary’s side, she gave up. She informed me that 
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she could not find any information about, or phone number of, the youth representative. 
She advised me to come back some other day when the xefe suku was at the office. 

Hence, after a scarce five minutes I found myself back in the dazzling light and 
heat outside, wondering what role young people played in the suku council, if they were 
not even known in the suku office. A few days later I spoke to Rafael who, as a youth 
volunteer coordinator for the CNJTL, also regularly worked together with suku youth 
representatives. When I narrated to him the story of my unsuccessful visit to the suku 
office he told me: 

This is our problem mana Sara …. It is a very big problem …. They (youth 
representatives) do not work. And when there are problems among youth, it 
has to be the xefe suku going there directly himself. Like recently the youth 
at the Comoro market [were fighting]. It was the xefe suku going there…. 
Maybe [the youth representatives] just did not have time to come. But still, 
the responsibility is theirs… and at that time they were not there. And with 
many youth problems, also in Betó, I was there with the [CNJTL] and I have 
never met any youth representatives at things like that…. Only at community 
games, then they are all there…. (Rafael, interview, 12.06.2015) 

I would, eventually, find youth representatives of suku councils, both in Dili and in rural 
areas, and interview them. However, this statement from Rafael proved to be remarkably 
predictive of the discourse I would hear over the course of my fieldwork visits from, 
and about, suku council youth representatives both in rural and in urban sukus. What 
struck me most was the negative opinion most people in communities had of the youth 
representatives, and also the negative opinion many youth representatives themselves 
had about their own position. When interviewing youth from the suku neighbouring 
Miguel’s suku I asked them about the biggest problems youth faced in their suku. The 
first problem named was the inactivity of the suku council youth representatives. One 
young man said: “What I think, is that in our suku the youth representatives, both the 
man and the woman, there is no connection between them and the youth of the suku. 
They only do what they feel like doing themselves during their mandate. They are not 
interested in organising something like a soccer competition. The only thing they are 
interested in is their mandate. They like to eat from the state for free and only according 
to their own necessities. That is what I have been observing in our suku” (suku youth, 
interview, 18.08.2015).

Youth representatives, I concluded, were very often seen negatively by suku youth 
because they were considered lazy, passive and unavailable. Young adults working on 
higher positions, like Rafael, often talked about youth representatives with a certain 
disdain, presenting them as only interested in organising sports competitions in their 
suku while staying away from conflict mediation and meaningful representation. Young 
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people in the suku often complained that youth representatives did not even manage 
to organise sport activities. On the other hand, suku council youth representatives 
themselves told me that suku youth would show up for nothing else but for sports 
competitions. They vented their frustration at having organised seminars with NGOs with 
only two or three suku youth showing up to participate. Also, suku youth representatives 
narrated how musical instruments they had managed to buy for the community were 
vandalised by drunken youth, and how sports competitions they organised always 
turned violent. Some youth representatives I spoke to had decided not to organise sport 
events anymore because they were being personally held responsible by the police and 
the community for the violence perpetrated by youth during such events. 

Not surprisingly, I rarely met a youth representative who enjoyed their function. 
I even heard repeatedly that youth representatives had not run for the position 
themselves, but that their names had been put up by their xefe aldeia for a want of 
candidates. They had been voted into the position without ever having campaigned for 
it77. Hence, I met youth representatives (especially women) who had grudgingly accepted 
the position only after they were voted into office or appointed by the xefe suku when 
their predecessor moved out of the suku. In the remainder of this chapter I want to 
explore why the position of youth representative has so many negative connotations. 
In analysing this I will scrutinise different elements that define the position of young 
adults in the suku council and I will illuminate how these lead to a difficult position of 
in-betweenness that generates the negative discourses I have introduced above. This 
position of in-betweenness, I will argue, is defined and given shape by two different 
languages of citizenship: firstly, the national and egalitarian language of democratic 
suku administration, and secondly the customary and gerontocratic language of 
citizenship that shapes everyday suku affairs. It is the hazy contradiction between these 
two languages of citizenship projected onto young adults that puts suku council youth 
representatives in frustrating positions. 

Let us first turn to the position that youth representatives have in the suku council 
according to the law. As there are differences between the laws of 2004, 2009 and 
2016, I will refer here primarily to the most recent law. However, once in a while I will 
refer to the 2009 law as I also interviewed youth representatives who sat in the suku 
council under that law. The 2016 suku law states that each suku council is to have two 
suku council youth representatives, one man and one woman. Upon Election Day the 
candidates for suku youth representatives are to be aged between seventeen and thirty 
years old (although I heard of exceptions having been made for older candidates, again, 
for a want of contestants). The suku council law also states that the youth representatives 

77  I will describe in chapter 7 how presenting a leadership position as something one was “forced” into, but which one 
did not desire intrinsically, is also applied in order to avoid being considered ambitious. Nevertheless, the grudging 
attitude with which some of my interlocutors spoke about their role as youth representatives led me to assume that their 
unwillingness here was more than modesty.
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are not voted for directly by the community in the same way as the xefes and the 
delegates, but rather by a part of the suku council (the xefes aldeia and the aldeia 
delegates). The law does, however, not define what the role of youth representatives is 
within the suku council. Various suku council youth representatives complained to me 
about this unclear mandate. While conducting a focus group discussion in the Eastern 
district of Viqueque, I spoke to the two youth representatives of the suku that hosted 
the discussion. The young man told me: “That is a problem for us, since we got the 
mandate as youth representatives we have not gotten any information about what our 
role (knaar) is as youth representatives. Until today we did not get any of that. So if 
someone like you comes, then we will go and participate, but there is nothing else for 
us to do. Because there is no guide who tells us what to do. That is our problem” (Suku 
youth representative, interview, 12.04.2017). 

Leonor, who had done public consultations about the 2016 suku law for her work, 
narrated that at those public consultations, young participants had repeatedly brought 
up the topic and asked for more clarification of their role. These recommendations, 
she said, were ignored by both the commission responsible for the drafting of the law 
and by the parliament while passing it. The unclear description of the function of youth 
representative makes them very dependent on the xefe suku. Youth representatives 
always talked about the xefe suku as having the full power (poder máximo) when it 
came to decisions being taken in the suku. Hence, they waited for instructions from the 
xefe suku as to what to do. These instructions came very rarely. When they did, youth 
representatives narrated being tasked with representing the xefe suku at a meeting or a 
training he could not, or did not want to attend. Another task frequently delegated to the 
youth representatives was to aid the suku council secretary (who is the only civil servant 
working in the realm of the suku administration). Additionally, youth representatives 
told me that their initiatives to organise something for the youth of the suku were often 
blocked by the xefe suku. Mostly, the reason was that there was no budget available 
for youth activities. However, various suku youth representatives told me that even 
initiatives to organise externally funded activities were obstructed by their suku council. 
Martinho, for example, had been a suku youth representative in his Dili suku when I 
met him in 2012. When I saw him again in 2015 he told me he had stopped going to 
suku council meetings and had turned his back on the suku council because the xefe 
suku would never allow him to organise anything. Martinho’s explanation for this non-
cooperation was the xefe’s need to assert his power. Jacinto, who was also a suku council 
youth representative had the same experience, not as a suku youth representative but 
as an active suku youth before he was elected. He told me:

In the past, when we had our youth organisation … sometimes we got support 
from other people, like for example, people helped us with acquiring a sound 
system. But we never got any good cooperation with the local authorities 
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because they were afraid. They always thought that we had bad intentions. 
They thought we only wanted money. So it was very hard for us to get a stamp 
from the xefe suku or a signature from some xefe aldeia. That made it very 
hard. Sometimes we wanted to collect contributions from business people 
who have shops here, especially the foreigners, so that they could contribute 
to our activities and they (council) would not let us do it. So then we felt our 
options were very limited. Sometimes we wanted to send a [funding] proposal 
to the ministry but they would not give us the stamp of the suku, so then we 
felt that we were doing things illegally. (Jacinto, interview, 02.04.2018)
  

Hence, when suku council youth representatives become active this is sometimes received 
negatively by the suku council. In that case, the youth representatives can be reminded 
that the only function the law defines for them, is to attend suku council meetings. 
This imprecision in the law, then, becomes a powerful tool for suku council members 
to restrict youth representatives who are considered to speak up too much. Simão, 
for example, was a suku youth representative of a big suku in Dili when I interviewed 
him in 2015. He told me that when he complained about the fact that he was basically 
doing the suku administration by himself without getting paid nearly as much as a xefe 
aldeia, people would tell him: “You youth representatives are only supposed to go to the 
meetings …. When there is a meeting you go, that is what we give you the money for, not 
for you to do work” (Simão, interview, 21.06.2015).

This brings us to a second problem with the legal specifications within the suku law 
of 2016 which have an impact on the position of youth representatives. Until 2016, youth 
representatives received a monetary compensation for their position which consisted 
of US$45 each month. This was still significantly less than what xefes aldeia and xefes 
suku received as Simão complained about. However, with the suku council expanded 
under 2016 Law with the introduction of two delegates (one man, one woman) per 
aldeia, costs would have significantly risen. Hence, while xefes suku and xefes aldeia 
continue to receive a “monthly compensatory subsidy”, the other suku council members 
are expected to perform their tasks voluntarily and receive an “attendance slip for each 
Suku Council meeting they attend” (Law 9/2016). According to my interlocutors this 
attendance slip was US$45. With suku council meetings set to happen only every six 
months, youth representatives receive at most US$90 per year if they are able to attend 
both official meetings.

The sole specification of the duties and capacities of the xefes in the law, combined 
with the fact that only the xefes get a monthly allowance, contributes to the general 
perception that the suku council is actually made up by the xefes and that the other 
positions are only there to pay lip service to the idea of democratic participation 
and representation. This feeling of being no more than a democratic puppet for the 
statistics is a great source of frustration and disengagement for youth representatives. 
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This was clearly voiced by Armanda, for example, who was a thirty-two-year-old youth 
representative of a suku in Dili during an FGD with suku youth representatives from Dili. 
She described that the discrepancy between suku functions (and especially what her 
friends and family said about them) at times tempted her not to attend suku meetings. 
She said: “In our suku, if there is a meeting, the people tell us that ‘whether we go or not 
will not make any difference’. They tell us that ‘whether we go or not it will only be the 
xefe suku and the xefes aldeia who get the money’. But we from the suku council, we still 
go there. Sometimes, when the xefe suku sends us a letter (to call for a meeting) we do 
not feel like going. But then we think that this was the responsibility that was given to us, 
so we just go” (Armanda, FGD, 04.04.2018). 

Conclusively, what becomes clear here is that the legal decision not to define the 
content of the suku council youth representative, combined with the legal decision 
to separate the function of xefe from the other functions in the suku council, had a 
profound impact, not only on how the suku council is run and how decisions are made, 
but also on how people perceive themselves and others within the council. The failure to 
define the content of the role of youth representative creates insecurity about what they 
can and cannot do, what they should and should not do. It also gives the xefe suku the 
power to define what youth representatives can or cannot do, and even the power to 
reduce suku council youth representatives to spectators who sit in suku council meetings 
twice a year if he considers them too active. 

Borges and Maschietto (2014) criticise international state-building actors for 
creating realms of participation that are formal but not substantive because they did not 
take into consideration local power dynamics. This leads to what Obarrio (2014) calls 
inclusive exclusion. This criticism can also be applied here for the creation of the suku law 
by the national government (in cooperation with international state-building advisors). 
The content-less existence of the function of youth representative in suku councils is 
illustrative of the critique towards (international) state-building efforts that deny or only 
shallowly analyse local power dynamics. Potential contradictions or disjuncture between 
the two languages of citizenship present in the suku council were hereby not considered. 
Hence, by assuming a modern liberal conceptualisation of citizenship based on equality 
before the law, power inequalities are glossed over (Jayal 2011; Kyed and Buur 2006). 
However, rather than making them disappear, the glossing over of these power dynamics 
has left suku council youth representatives without legal backing for the content of their 
position and thus at the mercy of the interpretation of their function by more powerful 
suku actors. In this sense, the law pays lip service to the idea of egalitarian citizenship 
and representation but concomitantly strengthens the position of xefe suku and xefe 
aldeia, and thereby enhances gerontocratic dynamics that are also present in suku 
councils. This brings us to the second language of citizenship that contributes to the 
in-betweennes of suku council youth representatives: the language of customary and 
deferential citizenship. 
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While interviewing Leonor about the position of youth representatives in suku 
councils, I shared my analysis that youth representatives have a hard time being heard 
in suku councils. Leonor emotively agreed with this: “Yes, I think that inside the suku 
council it is still difficult, because the majority is older and it is difficult for the older 
people to accept that young people come and talk. Because you understand how in 
Timor people view the youth. We have to fight very hard for our voices to be heard! So 
that is still, that is still a long fight. So yes, [youth representatives] talk, but I think for the 
members of the suku council that is difficult (to accept) …. Youth are only in there so they 
can say they have youth” (Leonor, interview, 06.04.2017).

Youth representatives are thus often not seen as “full” members of the suku 
council because they are young. As I have shown in the previous section (and in the 
previous chapter), young people often stand at the very bottom of the hierarchy, not 
only in terms of lisan, but also in terms of kinship. This then makes it difficult for youth 
representatives to speak up to or confront any members of the suku council, as they 
often have some kinship relationship with older suku council members that demands 
deference and respect. As such, Dulce and Miguel explained to me that Amadeu, the 
suku youth representative in their village, was the nephew of Pai Donato, the xefe suku. 
As such, Amadeu would never be able to go against Pai Donato. When I interviewed 
Amadeu he did not once criticise his uncle, but he did profusely criticise the xefes aldeia 
in the suku council. He felt that the xefes were sidelining him in local conflict resolution 
between youth from two different aldeias and he felt that he was not being taken 
seriously. He complained that neither of the two xefes had informed him personally 
about an ongoing conflict: 

I feel that they should have told me that there were problems between [the 
youth]. Because they had problems and there was no one who came to 
inform me about it. If I am supposed to go down there to talk with them, but 
I do not know problems are happening, what am I supposed to do? …. At the 
time the problem happened I heard about it, but no one came to directly tell 
me about it. Also the xefe aldeia never came to sit with me and to talk about 
the problem, and to discuss what we could do about it. (Amadeu, interview, 
03.09.2015)

Amadeu thus admitted knowing about the problem happening. What frustrated him was 
not that he had not known it was happening, but that the respective xefe aldeia had not 
come talk to him personally to involve him in his function as suku youth representative. 
Upon this not having been invited into the resolution by the responsible xefe aldeia, 
Amadeu decided to stay out of it completely and not to offer any assistance on his 
own accord. Hence, while Amadeu was not able to disagree publicly with the xefe suku 
because he was his uncle, he was also sidelined by the xefes aldeia because he was 
apparently not perceived as an actor in the resolution of conflicts between youth. This 
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is, however, not unique for a rural suku like the one in which Amadeu lived. Earlier in 
this chapter the CNJTL suku volunteer coordinator Rafael complained about lazy youth 
representatives who would not show up when youth were fighting in the streets and 
who would not help solve those problems. When I talked to Simão however, who was a 
youth representative in one of the sukus notorious in Dili for its warring youth groups, he 
presented a very different story. He told me:

“We recently had a problem with youth. They had a problem, they were drunk 
and I called the police. The police came and calmed the situation and after 
the situation we sat in the suku office. I had informed the xefe suku and the 
lia nain. Because it was youth from our suku with youth from another suku, I 
informed the xefe suku and he proposed to make a letter in order to call the 
others to come to the suku office. So I prepared a letter and called them, from 
both sides. I managed both groups to come and sit together. I do not have the 
power to handle it so I gave it to the xefe suku and the lia nain. They looked 
for a solution and made peace ….”

“But so in these kind of situations, the role of the youth representative is to 
call everybody to come together, but when it comes to solving the problem, it 
is the xefe suku and the lia nain who do that?” 

“Yes,” Simão answered.

“Why?”

“Because they are the ones who have power. They know how to talk with 
power. I can only send the letter to call people together. Because in our 
structure, the power (poder máximo) is with the xefe suku and then the lia 
nain. If there is a problem in the aldeia, I first check with the xefe aldeia, then 
de xefe aldeia checks with the youth who made problems and brings them 
to the sede de suku [suku office] and then the xefe suku comes to investigate 
them.”

“And are there problems that the youth representative can solve alone?” I 
probed further.

“No.”

“So you always have to call the xefe suku?”

“Yes” (Simão, interview, 21.06.2015).
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The language of citizenship that surfaces here is a very different one from the idea of 
equality before the law and equal representation which is implied by the 2016 suku law. 
What emerges here is an image of young adults as not-yet-citizens (Gifford, Mycock, and 
Murakami 2014; Hart 2009; Lister et al 2003). Young citizens are often regarded through 
a lens of incompleteness by adult citizens. Youth are considered as not yet fully formed, 
and as being in need of guidance and intervention to become full citizens (Staeheli, 
Attoh, and Mitchell 2013). Hence, expectations towards young citizens are deeply 
normative and often imply conformity and obedience to the adult-defined status quo 
(Kennely 2011). What is important here, is that although formally young adults of the 
in-between generation are full citizens (who are well over the threshold established for 
voting and running for suku office – seventeen), they are not substantively considered to 
be so. From the viewpoint of the gerontocratic suku council, youth representatives are 
not-yet-citizens who cannot be trusted with the business of governing and who are, in 
the first place, to be quiet, deferent, and focussed on learning for later. 

What emerges here, is that suku council youth representatives occupy a tricky 
position in the suku council. On the one hand they are official members of the council 
and that creates specific expectations towards them from the community. The fact that 
there are two youth representatives in the suku council creates the illusion that there 
is specific attention in the council for the issues of young members of the community, 
and that the council is a space in which the voices of the youth are represented and 
heard. On the other hand, the suku council law gives very little content to the position of 
youth representative. Consequently, youth representatives are often reduced by older 
council members to the minimal definition of their role: sitting in two meetings a year. 
The illusion of voice is thus created by a channel of democratic representation. However, 
its content is nullified, both by a weak legal definition and by a gerontocratic approach 
to power in which xefes (who are often elderly men) are the only respected authority. 
The position of youth representatives is further complicated by kinship relations in 
which they are often positioned at the very bottom of the kinship hierarchy and thus not 
allowed to speak up against or disagree with suku or aldeia xefes. 

Deborah Cummins (2011) has analysed how reserved seats for two women 
representatives (under 2004 and 2009 laws, these positions were taken out of the 2016 
law) actually led to the disempowerment of the respective women. She posited that the 
fact that the position of women’s representative did not correspond to any customary 
position, left the role of women’s’ representative in the suku council devoid of content 
and thus devoid of any significant power. This powerless yet official position, in turn, 
confirmed people’s prejudices that women in powerful positions did not get anything 
done, and hence Cummins (2011) argues that these unsubstantiated representative 
positions disempower women more than they empower them. This analysis can be 
translated to the experiences of suku council youth representatives. As we have seen, 
youth representatives are expected by the community to fulfil certain roles but they are 
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withheld from doing so by senior members of the council who do not consider them as 
full partners in the council. Cummins (2011, 93) thus argues that “by not touching on the 
power bases of the old institutional figures within the suku council, the new institutional 
figures have been unable to establish themselves in their broader representative 
function; they are not seen by community members as sufficiently powerful to meet 
their needs. It is for this reason, as much as lack of capacity or patriarchal attitudes, that 
women [and youth] holding reserved seats have been unable to establish themselves as 
important leaders within the community or on the council”.

Decentralisation and the strengthening of local forms of customary governance is 
considered, by many state-building institutions at present, as a democracy-enhancing 
mechanism that brings more accountability and participation to the local level of 
governance and thereby creates space for the extension of citizenship (Montambeault 
2008, 114). Nevertheless, it can also strengthen, as it does in the case here, existing local 
hierarchies of non-democratic local elites (Montambeault 2008, 114). Conclusively, for 
both women and youth representatives, having an institutional space in the suku council 
which is, however, not paired with a change in patriarchal structures of senior male 
domination can lead to a deadlock between expectations from below and limitations 
from above. These cause high levels of frustration and disempowerment.

Jacinto, a suku council youth representative in a suku in Dili, offered a pointed 
analysis about the problem faced by youth representatives. He identified the problem as 
one of terminology. In colloquial use, suku council youth representatives are often called 
xefe juventude78 (youth leader). The Portuguese word representante (representative) is 
only used very seldom. This, according to Jacinto, creates a misunderstanding:

People know us as xefe juventude, but actually the name of our function 
is youth representative. Not xefe juventude. We are representatives. That 
means that we represent the youth from this suku! Right? So when some 
ministry sends some of their people and they want to meet the youth, then 
we go and represent them. But so even we ourselves do not really understand 
our position! Are we youth representatives? Or are we youth leaders? If we 
are youth leaders then we know our position, then we would also know what 
people want from us. But with the name of youth representatives, we do not 
have any obligation to create a program for the youth, because we are just 
here to represent them …. But the community sees us as xefe juventude. So 
they consider that if that is our position, then we have to create a program 
[for the youth]. (Jacinto, interview, 02.04.2018)

78  Xefe Juventude as a term was mostly used to refer to the male youth representative. The female youth representatives 
of a suku were often not considered or not even known to my interlocutors at all. 
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Although this might seem a purely semantic discussion, Jacinto touches a fundamental 
disjuncture in the position of the youth representative here. Suku youth representatives 
navigate between a national law and local gerontocracy. The national law, perhaps 
somewhat naively, assumes democratic and equal representation and thus assumes 
youth representatives will have a voice once seated on an official position in the council. 
On the other hand, according to the gerontocratic and kinship-based form of organising 
community governance, young people are considered not-yet-citizens who should 
principally be quiet, respect the elders, and learn by listening. Only if a xefe juventude 
would actually have the same customary standing as a xefe aldeia or a xefe suku, would 
they be able to play a meaningful role in the council. However, although expected by the 
community, and especially its youth, to be a xefe juventude, most youth representatives 
are reduced to the thin legal definition of youth representatives by the other members 
of the council. 

It might be instructive here to remember the three generational types defined by 
the alumni of the youth parliament in chapter 3: João, a member from the Portuguese 
generation liked to educate people. António, a member of the Indonesian generation, 
liked to bring people together so that they could learn. And finally, José, from the 
independence generation liked to participate in trainings, and thus, learn. Hence, in 
the process of self-making and being-made that Ong (1996, 737) defines as cultural 
citizenship, young people are told, and tell themselves, repeatedly that their role is 
to learn from those who are older. This learning stance, however, is challenged when 
they are elected into the suku council and when the expectations toward them become 
two-fold: on the one hand to be active, vocal, and representative of all youth; while on 
the other hand to be deferential and respective of kinship and customary norms and 
regulations.

However, where youth representatives in suku councils run by gerontocratic 
principles are rarely heard, a modest change seems to be taking shape which might 
create a less contradictory field for youth representatives to navigate in the future. 
When I interviewed Leonor, who was an aldeia delegate in her own suku council, about 
the 2016 law she was very critical of it. She was especially pessimistic about the extent 
to which women and young people were heard and respected in suku councils. Hence, 
at the end of the interview I sighed and asked her:

“Is there any optimism left in your thoughts?”

“Yes, there is some optimism” she replied to my surprise. “For example about 
our suku council I am optimistic. Because our xefe suku is in the end of thirties 
or beginning of his forties. He is still young, maybe thirty-eight or thirty-nine. 
And then he is very open minded, when there is some issue he will invite us to 
come participate in the decision.” (Leonor, interview, 06.04.2017)
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This optimism, voiced by Leonor despite her criticism, was not isolated. The fact that in 
the 2016 suku council election more women were elected xefe suku than ever before was 
greatly publicised79. A change that took place more quietly was a modest rejuvenation of 
suku council compositions. Just like Leonor, I heard from various interlocutors that their 
new xefe suku was younger than the previous one. The younger xefe suku was often 
described as more open minded, less corrupt, and less intimidating than his predecessor. 
An exceptionally young suku council was the one in which Jacinto took up the role of 
youth representative. Jacinto told me that in their suku council only the lia nain was 
over forty years of age and that their xefe suku was thirty-one years old and unmarried. 
I remembered the comment of the UNTL students of community development who had 
told me, in 2015, that a university graduate could never beat a veteran for the position of 
xefe suku because young people “do not know history”. Hence, I expressed my surprise 
upon hearing about such a young suku council. Jacinto explained that they had been 
a youth group very active in the suku before running for their individual positions. 
Hence, the community knew them and knew that they were interested in developing 
the community and creating chances for the disenfranchised youth of the suku. Their 
own commitment, however, had not been the only reason for people to vote for them. 
Jacinto explained that:

The old suku council, they were all old men, and then some of them were 
also veterans. So the community was quite afraid of them. They were not 
really friendly to the community so there was not a really good relationship 
between them and the community …. And we, young people, were not like 
that. We organised activities, we listened to the older women …. And then 
our culture is that the small ones respect the big ones. So because of that, 
people thought that it was better if they would vote for the small ones so that 
they would listen to them, rather than to vote for the big ones who would not 
listen to them. (Jacinto, interview, 02.04.2018)

This new development is, of course, striking. Just like Pai Donato was begged, by 
the community, to run again because they feared the despotism of the other two 
candidates, communities elsewhere seem to also turn to younger candidates for the 
suku governance. Where elderly men take too much advantage of their customary 
position of utter respectability by exploiting the community or by being uncooperative 
and aggressive, they now face the challenge of younger more respectful and more 
malleable candidates. To “know history” might thus be losing its absolute power when 
communities realise that “knowing history” and being a veteran from the resistance are 

79  See for example: http://timor-leste.gov.tl/?p=16779&lang=en. It must be noted that still only 21 out of the 442 sukus had 
a female xefe suku after the 2016 election.
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not automatically qualifiers for being a constructive and peaceful community leader80. 
Jacinto admitted that at times they had problems, just as predicted by Dulce, with solving 
conflicts between people who were older than they were. He explained that people felt 
they did not know anything and hence could not solve their problems. However, rather 
than to let that discourage them, this young suku council discovered that if they worked 
together with older people who were trusted by the conflicting parties they could still 
fulfil their role in the background. 

Just like the increase of female xefes suku, these developments should not be 
lauded too soon nor taken out of proportion. To feel one is little more than a pawn for 
the sake of democratic illusion is still the reality for many youth representatives in Timor-
Leste. To juggle contradictory languages of citizenship is still an intrinsic part of being a 
youth representative. And to be considered too lazy by the youth of the suku and too 
active or pushy by the suku council is a contradiction many young people still have to 
navigate on a daily basis. 

5.4 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have analysed the complex intersections between political governance, 
custom, and kinship in the suku council and how these intersections create contradictory 
expectations towards young citizens, especially suku council youth representatives. I 
started the chapter by underscoring the centrality of the suku, both for people personally 
and as a node for national identity and belonging. The institutions of lisan discussed in 
chapter 4 are organized within the realm of the suku. As these institutions play a central 
role in defining the position of the individual in her community, the suku automatically 
also becomes associated with this creation of positionality and belonging. Hence, young 
urban interlocutors distinguished between the urban suku in which they “just” lived, 
and their rural suku of origin which had formed them into who they were. This rural 
suku of origin was then projected as a fundamentally important yet abandoned place. 
The suku of origin is thus perpetually in need of support and contribution from its urban 
descendants and it is the first place through which people believe they can contribute 
to national development. The suku of origin is the place where lisan and kultura are 
alive and thus it is the place where the real East Timorese identity is to be found and 
protected from extinction and from “modern” and foreign influence. I have argued, in 
this chapter, that it is this centrality of the suku in people’s daily lives, coupled with 
already pre-existing forms of (customary and colonial) governance and administration in 
the suku, that made the suku an attractive level of governance from which to start the 

80  It should be noted that I heard about suku council rejuvenations primarily in Dili. I have no data as to whether a parallel 
rejuvenation is taking place in more rural sukus where lisan, kinship, and gerontocratic organising principles play a more 
prominent role.
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state’s first steps towards decentralisation. 
In the second part of this chapter I have shown how decentralised suku governance 

took shape. This was characterised by a top down structure in which the state 
expects suku councils to implement and enforce its law. On the other hand, upward 
accountability is cut off and in order to reduce costs, the suku council is not a part of the 
state but rather a community organisation. This sidelining of the suku and the perceived 
underpayment of its members creates frustration and disengagement within many suku 
councils. I have then shown how the suku council exists as a complex intermingling of 
(party) politics, kinship, and customary relationships. This has shown that the local and 
the customary can be profoundly political and that relations of power and domination 
play an important role in how the suku council is composed. Hence, the suku council is 
not only a hybrid institution because it combines “new” democratic ideas of governance 
with “traditional” customary visions, but also because it is a complex system in which 
kinship and family relations intersect with community dynamics of friendship and rivalry, 
political party affiliation and historical memory. Rather than being a neat structure of 
elected officials, it is a complex group of individuals who bring along relationships on 
many different levels. For that matter, I argue, a suku citizen can also not be regarded 
as “just” a citizen with neat relationships of rights and duties toward the suku council 
as institution. How suku citizens relate to their suku council, as well as the relationships 
between suku council members, is profoundly marked by the intersection of kinship, 
friendship, custom, and politics. Hence, in order to understand suku citizenship we have 
to look at the complex intersections of power, relationships, and domination in order to 
analyse how people are made, and make themselves, into citizenship within these webs 
of power. 

The third part of this chapter therefore focussed on exactly how young citizens 
are instilled with different expectations towards their citizenship when they join the 
suku council as youth representatives. I illustrated the negative discourse wielded 
about youth representatives by other members of the community and by youth 
representatives themselves about their function in the suku council. Subsequently I 
explored what generated this negative discourse and I concluded that the suku council 
carries within itself two contradictory languages of citizenship. These languages of 
citizenship create contradictory expectations about young citizenship in the suku. It is 
this contradiction, I argue, that makes it difficult for young adults to establish what their 
role is and what their citizenship entails. In the first language of citizenship, the suku law 
presupposes equality before the law and that a youth representative in the suku council 
will be considered a full member of the council and treated as such. However, the law 
is so vague in its definition of the role of suku council youth representative that youth 
representatives are dependent on more powerful members of the suku council (such as 
xefe suku and xefe aldeia) to give content to their function. This vagueness, combined 
with a different monetary compensation scheme for xefes and other suku council 
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members, reinforces the perception that xefes (aldeia and suku) are the real members 
of the suku council and that other (delegates, lia nain and youth representatives) are 
just puppets for favourable democratic statistics. Hence, the first language of citizenship 
expects youth representatives to be active members of the council, however, by ignoring 
existing power differences and insufficiently defining roles, it actually enforces highly 
stratified and gerontocratic relationships within the suku council. The second language 
of citizenship that young adults are confronted with is rooted in customary and more 
gerontocratic understandings of community governance. This language considers 
citizenship to be more differentiated. To be a citizen means, for a young adult, to be 
quiet, deferent and focussed on learning. In this language of citizenship, young citizens 
are seen as not-yet-citizens and thus not considered equal to elderly members of the 
council and in the community. The contradictory expectations connected to these two 
languages of citizenship prove to be a challenge to all suku council youth representatives 
and a root for the disillusionment and disengagement of many. 



PART III

LIVING AMONG HEROES
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CHAPTER 6

Narrating the politics of precedence
Political parties romanticising the past

In April of 2017, Pedro and I made our way to the Dili headquarters of the Fretilin 
where a few young adults active in the Fretilin Youth (Juventude Fretilin) had agreed to 
meet us for a focus group discussion. During this discussion we asked them to position 
themselves in the room according to whether or not they agreed with the statement: 
“only the old generation knows how to govern the nation”. Ana stood at the “agree” side 
of the room with three other young women. Opposite to them, on the “disagree” side, 
stood the four young men taking part in the discussion. This curious gender detail was 
commented upon, but we did not find a clear explanation for it. Ana explained that she 
agreed to the premise “only the old generation can govern the nation” by stating that 
building a state after conflict is a difficult thing. Hence, that difficult work should be left 
to those who liberated the nation because they had planned the independence all along. 
Lúcio, a young man standing on the “disagree” side of the line countered: “No mana, let 
me just give you an example: it is like the driver and the konjak.” 

I was immediately intrigued. Having used the public transport buses between Dili 
and Miguel’s village in the West of the country during my 2015 fieldwork, I was all too 
aware of the division of labour on those buses: the driver drives and the konjak is his 
(often teenaged) assistant who hangs out of the bus to call its destination, handles the 
luggage, and sells tickets to the passengers. How was Lúcio going to relate the driver and 
his konjak to the relation between the old and the new generation of leaders? 

“When they drive the bus from here to Maliana, sometimes the konjak is 
driving the car, and people start asking, ‘Oh! Who is driving the car?’” 

A loud and excited interruption from the group stopped Lúcio from continuing. 
Participants discussed among themselves whether this answered my question. Then, 
finally Lúcio managed to get their attention again to finish his argument: 

“… but the konjak drove the bus all the way there! It was the konjak. So the 
new leaders can drive in that sense”. 

Again there was an excited bustle of both agreement and disagreement. Pedro tried, 
unsuccessfully, to calm the participants down and implored them to speak one at a 
time. I understood Lúcio’s analogy. Even though people think the konjak cannot drive, 
sometimes he drives them all the way to their destination, and they only notice it at the 
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end when they get off the bus. In the same way, although people think the new leaders 
do not know how to govern, this does not have to mean that they really do not, and that 
they are not already doing so in practice. 

“The konjak might be driving, but the driver should have access to the 
breaks!” one of the young women on Ana’s side interjected, with her voice 
immediately submerged again in a barrage of excited disagreement. 

“Wait! Wait!” Ana made herself heard over the bustle. Immediately the 
other participants fell quiet in the face of her seniority. “I think this is a very 
interesting analogy! … In Timor, if people realise that it is the konjak who is 
driving, everyone will get off the bus. That happens!” The others around Ana 
laughed. “That is the first,” Ana continued her argumentation. “Then secondly, 
when it is the konjak who is driving, that is when accidents happen.” Some of 
the other participants interjected but Ana increased the volume of her voice 
and managed not to lose the stage. “In politics the processes are the same. 
The konjak will be a driver someday, but only when he is really able. The driver 
always has the biggest responsibility towards the boss. That is why we think, 
that is why we say that the youth, the new generation, they are able [to govern] 
but the time has not yet come in the context of Timor-Leste. That, whether you 
want to accept that or not, is the reality in Timor.” (FGD, 23.04.2017)

The reality to which Ana refers here is that, in the current politics of Timor-Leste, a 
leader of the new generation is expected to leave governance to older leaders who are 
still willing and able to govern. Leaders from the younger generation are eyed with the 
same scepticism with which passengers eye the konjak. They can occupy positions of 
power only when invited to do so, and are expected not to claim those positions without 
invitation. 

This chapter focusses on that “reality in Timor” which Ana reminded her colleagues 
to accept. Therefore, this chapter is about the generational dynamics that play out within 
democratic party politics in Timor-Leste. It also focusses on the idea of precedence as 
a repertoire of understandings of (gerontocratic) leadership that politicians from older 
generations tap into in order to maintain, legitimise, and defend their positions at the 
top of the political hierarchy. In the previous chapters I have focussed on how young 
adults navigate between contradictory expectations both within the realm of lisan and 
on the level of local governance in the suku. The suku level has shown us the profound 
intertwinement between customary forms of governance and liberal democratic ideas of 
citizenship and representation. I have argued that it is not possible to understand young 
adults’ position within these domains without considering the difficult and contradictory 
field of expectations they must navigate on a daily basis. In this and the next chapter I 
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will turn to the level of national political parties. On this level I will analyse how political 
legitimacy is profoundly intertwined with the past struggle for independence and how 
this forms a political currency not available to young adults who were children at the 
time of the resistance against Indonesia. I will show how, within democratic politics, 
the gerontocracy that I have identified both in lisan and at the level of local governance 
takes a specific form in party politics. And finally, I will illustrate how the political party 
landscape creates a language of patriotic citizenship and therewith contributes further to 
the intricate imbrication of different languages of citizenship on young adult’s citizenship 
palimpsest.

In order to do so I will explore the notion of precedence. Originating from the 
customary realm, precedence defines one’s position in society based on the idea of a 
mythical point of origin. The closer an individual can narrate his history to that point of 
origin, the more precedence he has. This precedence then translates into entitlements 
such as ritual or political leadership positions. I present, in this chapter, how leaders 
from the Portuguese (and to a lesser extent the Indonesian) generation construct the 
birth of the East Timorese nation as a mythical point of “origin”. By narrating their 
personal stories close to that point of origin, they create the precedence that legitimates 
their leadership. I argue that, by relying on the idea of precedence within the realm of 
democratic party politics, older generations create an own kind of gerontocracy. This 
I call historical gerontocracy as it uses history to legitimise the power of older over 
younger generations. It is this historical gerontocracy that leads young adults from 
the in-between generation to consider the Indonesian generation a konjak where the 
Portuguese generation is seen as a driver. It is also this historical gerontocracy that 
teaches young adults to consider themselves as no more than passengers on the bus. 

I will start by analysing the idea of precedence and how history plays a crucial 
role in how parties are thought of and voted for. Subsequently, I will relate this to the 
level of the individual and scrutinise how this centrality of historical currency creates a 
language of patriotic citizenship that is exclusive towards young citizens and that plays 
out on intergenerational power dynamics within the parties. I will then show how the 
strong focus on narrative and historical currency creates a feeling of unreciprocable 
indebtedness in the post-conflict generation. Finally, I will briefly analyse how the notion 
of historical gerontocracy is being challenged by a newcomer on the political party stage, 
and how this party is relying on lisan to create a parallel level of legitimation for itself on 
the political stage. 

6.1 The idea of precedence

Precedence, according to Susana Barnes (2011, 23), “describes a concatenation of 
relationships where the relative status of a person or group is conceptualised and defined 
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by reference to their proximity to a common point of derivation or ‘origin’”. As presented 
in the volume edited by Vischer (2009a), the idea of precedence in the Austronesian 
realm of Eastern Indonesia is intimately connected to the myths of origin of the different 
lineages residing in the vast archipelago. Through these myths, lineages are accorded 
different status ranging from being the owners of the land (rai nain in Tetun) to being the 
most recent arrivals or even still considered immigrants (see also Alonso-Población and 
Fidalgo-Castro 2014; Barnes 2011). These status levels define how much entitlement 
specific lineages have towards the business of ritual authority and local governance. 
Although most literature focusses on the negotiation and contestation of precedence 
between lineages, precedence also plays a role and is negotiated within lineages. Reuter 
(2009), for example, illustrates how, in a council of elders, the seating positions during 
meetings is defined by the order of precedence. Within this seating order an individual 
can only move one position closer to the centre of power when his (higher positioned) 
neighbour vacates that position81. Hence, when it comes to precedence, one’s position 
and status is not defined only by one’s own achievements and merits. Rather, it is also 
highly dependent on the positions of others around oneself. 

These positionalities are, however, always a matter of contestation and negotiation 
(Vischer 2009b) as precedence allows for the coexistence of “multiple valent oppositions 
linked to origin operating to differentiate and incorporate groups” (Acciaioli 2009, 
81). Following this, Acciaioli (2009) differentiates precedence from hierarchy, despite 
acknowledging overlaps and their intermeshed nature. According to Acciaioli (2009, 58), 
where hierarchy is always based on a dual opposition between an inferior and a superior, 
precedence allows for a “multiplicity or diversity of relevant oppositions” that can be 
negotiated and contrasted, not excluding the possibility of a (temporary) reversal of the 
order of precedence (see also McWilliam 2009, 114). Hence, precedence is the idea 
that there is a point of origin and that the different groups or lineages are ordered in 
relationship towards each other based on their relationship to this point of departure. 
On the level of the individual, precedence is defined by inherited and interdependent 
positions and also by the amount of knowledge the individual has about the realm of the 
sacred and the origin. 

My use of precedence, here, is both emic and etic. In the first place I approach the 
idea of precedence as an emic repertoire for the understanding of political leadership 
and legitimacy, which political leaders rely upon to uphold, enforce, and legitimise their 
domination. It is this same emic repertoire of leadership that young adults rely upon 
when they accept that their role, at present, is to observe and to learn. I argue that, 
before anything else, the language of precedence (in which the distance to the point 
of origin and the positions of those above and below oneself matter) constitutes an 

81  A person vacates a position either because he moves forward to another seat, or because new conditions in his life (for 
example, becoming a widower) no longer allow him to be part of the council of elders (Reuter 2009, 30-33).
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emic way of thinking about power distribution and legitimacy. The implicit use, however, 
by leaders of democratic political parties, of the principles of precedence within their 
parties, allows me to also use precedence as an etic analytical category. To that end, 
I transpose the concept of precedence from the realm of ethnographic description of 
customary law as it is usually employed (Alonso-Población and Fidalgo-Castro 2014; 
Alonso-Población, Fidalgo-Castro, and Pena-Castro 2018; Vischer 2009a) to the realm of 
democratic party politics. This transposition allows me a new perspective to analyse how 
power and legitimacy are understood and negotiated in Timor-Leste. 

As discussed above, the notion of precedence is profoundly connected to the 
idea of “origin” or “source” (Acciaioli 2009, 59; Barnes 2011). Consequently, I transpose 
the concept of precedence to the arena of East Timorese democratic party politics by 
transposing the idea of “origin” itself. Hence, in this chapter I explore the making of a 
different kind of origin myth related to the making of the East Timorese nation-state. I 
place this moment of “origin” not at the date of the official international recognition of 
Timor-Leste’s independence in 2002, but rather somewhere within the hazy and messy 
years of resistance against Indonesian occupation. This underscores that the birth of the 
idea of the nation is, in this case, valued higher than the actual coming into being of the 
de jure nation-state. In doing so I show how this “new” origin myth profoundly impacts 
the stakes of negotiating precedence within democratic politics and leadership in Timor-
Leste today. With the transposition of precedence into the domain of democratic party 
politics, I do not intend to create a grand explanatory narrative for all aspects of political 
power in Timor-Leste. Therefore, I focus in the first place on how precedence as an 
emic repertoire of understandings of leadership is used by leaders to reinforce existing 
generational dynamics of domination and exclusion.

In order to understand why precedence becomes so central in intergenerational 
power dynamics we must explore a bit further how precedence is established. Reuter 
(2009, 15) argues that, although the idea of origin lays at the centre of the construction 
of precedence, this origin does not constitute an absolute truth. As the point of origin is 
projected into a past or even into a mythical moment, it is not possible to establish an 
undisputable moment of origin. Hence, “origin is usually interpreted divergently within 
different and competing narrative histories, each of which may locate points of origin 
and even define the rules of reckoning precedence in different ways” (Reuter 2009, 
16). It is in the creation, interpretation, and reiteration of these narrative histories that 
precedence is both created and contested. This process becomes especially relevant 
when analysing precedence through a generational lens. How do different generations 
narrate history? How do they place themselves and others into that history? But also: 
how come some generations have more authority in narrating their precedence than 
others?

The close relationship between precedence and different interpretations of 
history, sets narrative at the centre of the dispute of precedence. It is only by narrating 
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the history of origin and one’s own positionality in that history, that one can affirm one’s 
precedence over others. Nevertheless, this is always a process open to contestation 
by other narratives. Thus, narrative becomes so central in establishing precedence 
that Alonso-Población and Fidalgo-Castro (2014, 255) argue that narratives are “a kind 
of resource that provides power [and] makes possible relations of domination”. I will 
show throughout this chapter how specific forms of narration establish precedence and 
thereby allow for inter-generational relations of domination. I will here again transpose 
the concept of narration that Alonso-Población and Fidalgo-Castro (2014) use in the 
context of ritual precedence, into the realm of national democratic party politics. Hence, 
I will show how older generations make use of narratives about their proximity to the 
heroic origin of the nation-state in order to assert precedence and therewith political 
power over the subsequent generations. In the narration of ritual origin the role played 
by a lineage (or its first ancestors) in the myth of origin defines the order of precedence. 
I will argue that in political narration it is central how the origin of the nation-state is 
imagined and what role the individual played within that history. Contrary to mythical 
ancestors, many of the actors who feature in this “new” myth of origin are still alive 
today. Many of them are considered heroes and occupy the highest political positions in 
the state and the government. They defend and legitimise those positions by narrating 
their own precedence. 

This individualised and politicised use of the notion of precedence leads us to 
another central aspect of narration, which Lubkeman (2008) describes as authorisability. 
Lubkemann (2008, 316; based on Feierman 1990) investigates whose discourse comes 
to be considered authoritative and why. In order to explain why the narratives of 
some individuals are authorised while those of others are not (or less), he points to 
the distinction between Weberian “instrumental power” and Foucauldian “epistemic 
power”. Lubkemann (2008, 320) then argues that it is the convergence of instrumental 
power and epistemic power with what he defines as “moral capital” that creates 
authorisability. Hence, when an individual has wealth or a position in which people are 
dependent on him (instrumental power) but also a socially acknowledged position of 
superiority over others (epistemic power), and when these two elements are combined 
with a moral positionality that instils additional value to what the person says (moral 
capital), this narrative is likely to be authorised over others. It is because of the dialogical 
nature implied in the ascription of that instrumental/epistemic power and moral capital 
that Lubkemann (2008, 316) states that “determination of authorisation outcomes may 
rest as much on the “authorizability” of the message and on the relationship among 
potential “authorizers” as it does on the “authority” of the messenger” (Lubkemann 
2008, 316). It is thus not only the authority of the messenger that matters but also how 
the authorisers (have learned to) see and respect that messenger and even the nature 
of the message itself. 

 Thus, in this chapter I explore how stories about the birth of the nation are told, 
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believed, and imbued with value. I also investigate how this narrative creates a language 
of patriotic citizenship on young adults’ citizenship palimpsest. In doing so I attentively 
analyse how precedence as a repertoire of understandings of leadership is deployed 
to create, maintain and legitimise inter-generational asymmetric power relationships. 
How histories are narrated, how individuals position themselves in the narrative, and 
how those narratives are authorized and imbued with value are therefore my central 
elements of analysis. 

6.2 Politicising history 

João once joked that if democracy was characterised by the number of political parties, 
then Timor-Leste was over-democratic with its twenty-six parties. Of these however, at 
the time in 2012, only four had seats in parliament. This landscape changed slightly over 
the years with smaller parties running as a coalition block to pass the threshold of four 
percent (earlier three percent) necessary to enter parliament. After the 2018 election, a 
total of nine parties were represented in parliament, divided over two coalition blocks82 
and two parties that had run on their own83. Although the parliamentary landscape has 
been changing over the period of my research in Timor-Leste, politics revolve mostly 
around two big power monoliths: the Fretilin and the CNRT. The support base for each 
of these two parties is fairly balanced. In the 2017 election, when both ran without 
coalitions, the Fretilin won with 29.7 percent, followed by the CNRT with 29.5 percent. 
During the 2018 election, it was only by running in a coalition block (with the PLP and 
KHUNTO) that the CNRT managed a clear victory over the Fretilin (see Table I, Annex I). 

The relationship between the Fretilin and the CNRT has been tempestuous over the 
years, alternating between periods of severe antagonism and constructive cooperation. 
Although I will later also scrutinise the other parties, it is crucial to dwell a bit more 
extensively on these two power blocks as they define how politics is done in Timor-Leste. 
I will start by quickly resuming the histories of these two parties.

The roots of the Fretilin go back until 1974. As we have seen in chapter 2, the 
prospect of independence led to the formation of three parties in 1974: the UDT that 
envisioned a gradual independence from Portugal; the APODETI that wished for an 
integration into Indonesia; and the ASDT that wanted immediate and full independence. 
In late 1974 a group of Timorese students returned to Timor from Portugal bringing 
more radical (left and anti-colonial) ideas. These transformed the ASDT and renamed 
it the Revolutionary Front of Independent East Timor (Fretilin) (CAVR3 2005, 26). It 
was the armed forces of this Fretilin (the FALINTIL) that fought against the UDT and 

82  The two coalition blocks are: the AMP – Alliance of Change for Progress, made up by the CNRT, the PLP, and KHUNTO; and 
the Democratic Development Forum made up by the PUDD, the UDT, the FM, and the PDN.

83  The two parties that ran on their own are Fretilin and the PD.
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the APODETI during a brief civil war in 1974 and 1975. It was this Fretilin that declared 
unilateral independence on 28 November 1975. It was also this Fretilin that coordinated 
the retreat into the mountains upon the Indonesian invasion in December of 1975, 
while the FALINTIL fought Indonesian troupes on the shores of Dili. The Fretilin and the 
FALINTIL were nearly annihilated by the “encirclement and annihilation” campaign of 
the Indonesian military in the years following the invasion (Garrison 2005, 4), however it 
continued to maintain bases hidden in the mountains supported by the clandestine front 
while remaining in communication with the diplomatic front that fought for awareness 
abroad. 

In 1988 the commander-in-chief of the FALINTIL, Xanana Gusmão, separated the 
FALINTIL from the Fretilin and resigned from the party. Xanana Gusmão considered the 
Fretilin to be too socialist and was convinced that in order to gather a significant force 
behind the idea of independence (as well as international support for the cause), the 
concept of independence had to be separated from a political doctrine (see Niner 2007). 
Hence, the National Council of Maubere Resistance (CNRM) was made the supreme body 
of the resistance (CAVR3 2005, 107). Ten years later, in 1998, the word Maubere was 
removed for its continued association with the Fretilin and the CNRM was transformed 
into the CNRT – the National Council of Timorese Resistance (CAVR3 2005, 124). Xanana 
Gusmão, imprisoned in Indonesia, was elected its president (CAVR3 2005, 126). It was 
this CNRT that oversaw the information campaign around the referendum, consequently 
being heavily targeted by violent pro-integration militias and the Indonesian military. It 
was this CNRT that, upon independence, oversaw the political transition and the creation 
of a constituent assembly together with the United Nations Transitional Administration 
in East Timor (UNTAET) (Aucoin and Brandt 2010; Strating 2016, 103). And it was this 
CNRT that was dissolved upon independence on 20 May 2002, when the constituent 
assembly took office as the national parliament in which the Fretilin (as political party) 
had an absolute majority since 2001 (Aucoin and Brandt 2010, 257) (see table I, Annex 
I). Xanana Gusmão was the first President after independence and Fretilin held the 
majority in parliament. During the 2006 crisis the tensions between Xanana and the 
Fretilin sharpened and, as discussed in chapter 2, Mari Alkatiri (Prime-Minister for the 
Fretilin at the time) was forced to step down in a standoff with Xanana. 

Xanana Gusmão, after completing his mandate as President in 2007, went on to 
set up his own party which he called, not surprisingly, the CNRT – the National Congress 
for Timorese Reconstruction. The Fretilin won most seats in the subsequent 2007 
parliamentary election, however, not enough to govern alone. After the Fretilin excluded 
the possibility of a coalition with the CNRT, a period of uncertainty, confusion and 
negotiation followed. Finally, President Ramos-Horta asked the CNRT with its coalition 
partners ASDT-PSD and PD to form government. Xanana Gusmão became Prime Minister. 
Over the course of my fieldwork in Timor-Leste, periods of severe antagonism between 
the parties (2012 and 2018) were interspersed with periods of cooperation, with Xanana 
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Gusmão surprisingly appointing the Fretilin Rui Maria de Araújo to replace him as Prime 
Minister in 2015 and endorsing the Fretilin presidential candidate Lu-Olo in 2017. Hence, 
the power balance sways back and forth.  

What clearly emerges from this brief recapitulation of history is that there are 
two Fretilins and two CNRTs, each located, respectively, before independence and after 
independence. Both Xanana Gusmão and the Fretilin leadership have chosen to capitalise 
on their own histories to give power and legitimacy to their post-independence political 
parties. As we will see throughout this chapter, this has a profound influence, not only on 
political landscape of Timor-Leste in general, but also on how the parties are organised 
and set up as organisms in themselves. Hence, the past is omnipresent and heavily 
instrumentalised in the discourse and politics of political parties, but most notably so 
in the big parties: CNRT, the PLP84 and the Fretilin. A personal history in the resistance 
movement is an indispensable currency in the higher echelons of these parties. Even 
though in 2015 Xanana made drastic changes to the government composition (including 
appointing a Prime-Minister from the “new” generation) under the pretext of opening 
up the space for the “new” generation of leaders, during the 2017 presidential election 
campaign and the 2018 parliamentary election campaign, the past was back at the 
centre of the stage. 

During the 2018 election campaign, as discussed above, the CNRT campaigned 
together with the PLP and KHUNTO as one coalition, the AMP: Alliance of Change for 
Progress (see Table I, Annex I). I was at an AMP campaign event in Dili in which the 
past spoke through every detail of the event. The campaign event was organised on a 
side street which had been blocked for the day and on which makeshift roofs had been 
built to protect the participants from the morning sun and the afternoon rain. At the 
entrance, where the side street split from the main road a banner hung over the street 
with Xanana’s (CNRT) face on the one end and Taur Matan Ruak’s (PLP) face on the 
other. Both pictures were not taken recently. Rather, they were both from the time of 
the Indonesian occupation and both men were in full military gear. In between the two 
faces I read: “Welcome Kayrala Xanana Gusmão, Taur Matan Ruak, Naimori”. Arriving 
at the stage that had been built for the speakers of the day, I saw an impressively large 
banner that sported again the pictures of a young Xanana and a young Taur, this time in 
the company of present-day Naimori (KHUNTO) in full traditional kultura gear85. 

Although I was told Naimori did participate in the clandestine movement, it was 
clear that he did not have the prestige granted to Taur and Xanana for their heroic 
guerrilla past. Hence, he chose to profile himself in customary terms as I will analyse 

84  The PLP, Party for Popular Liberation, under the leadership of ex-President Taur Matan Ruak, became the third party 
during the 2017 parliamentary elections. It was the only party so far to pose more than a minimal threat to the domination 
of the Fretilin and the CNRT at the level of national politics. 

85  Note that where Xanana and Taur are the presidents of their respective parties, Naimori is not the president of KHUNTO. 
He is the founder, but his wife is the president of the party and the party’s first representative in parliament. However, I 
never saw her picture on any campaign material and never heard her name.
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more extensively below. Another banner, turned to a parallel street across from a small 
river behind the audience, again showed the pictures of Taur and Xanana accompanied 
by the message that their sacrifice had given the country independence. During the 
event KHUNTO supporters requested this banner to be removed as they did not feel 
represented in this message. The Master of Ceremony (MC) made a formal apology to 
the KHUNTO supporters for this misstep and reminded everybody that the AMP was 
made up by the CNRT, the PLP and KHUNTO. On my way home I found the banner 
hanging just a bit further down the street. During the seven hours that the audience 
waited for Xanana to arrive, the MCs presented specific groups in the audience. They all 
had been set up within the resistance movement. The MCs also directed the attention 
of the audience to the nearby tomb-shaped memorial for a young journalist who had 
been shot by an Indonesian sniper in 1999. The MC shared that at the time he was shot, 
the young man had been clutching a picture of Xanana to his chest. Songs about the 
past great deeds of Xanana were played on repeat in between the announcements of 
the MCs. 

When Xanana finally arrived, the crowd (most of which were PLP supporters) was 
elated to the point of hysteria. This is especially remarkable if one considers that the PLP, 
in 2017, ran on a strongly anti-CNRT agenda. The anti-CNRT emotions did seem easily 
forgotten when Taur Matan Ruak “made peace” with Xanana after the 2017 election 
in an emotional and widely publicised video. Young PLP members were as rapturous 
about Xanana as any young CNRT member I met. Xanana entertained the crowd that 
had so long waited for him and made people roar with laughter. However, when it was 
the time to raise the AMP flag he became very serious. Xanana received the folded flag 
in order to hand it over to the three young men who would raise it according to the 
strict and military-like protocol which I also observed at other flag-raising ceremonies. 
However, in the expectant silence Xanana did not hand over the flag immediately to the 
young men. Instead he turned to the monument of the young journalist which lay next 

Picture 3. Naimori (KHUNTO), Taur Matan Ruak (PLP) and Xanana Gusmão (CNRT) on an AMP banner. 
Photo by Sara ten Brinke.
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to the flagpole, leaving the three young men uncomfortably clueless. Xanana carefully 
laid down the folded flag on the monument, kneeled in the mud that the afternoon 
rain had formed around it, and rested his forehead on the flag for a while. A surprised 
but profound silence hung over the scene until it was suddenly ripped apart by an 
enthusiastic applause. Xanana got back up and handed the flag over to the young men, 
his knees brown with mud. In the speech he later gave, the future and the AMP program 
were all but absent. While talking about the hardships suffered in the “forest” Xanana’s 
voice was heavy with emotion. Two women next to me cried through a significant part 
of his speech. 

Hence, we see how a narrative is created, through different oral, visual and symbolic 
references to the past. There are various important elements here: the repeated image 
of Xanana as a young and courageous guerrilla fighter and his own references to the 
hardships suffered during that time; the songs about the great accomplishments of 
Xanana and the rapturous reception by the audience; the presentation of Xanana as 
a quasi-icon whose image is clutched in the dead hands of a murdered journalist; and 
also the homage Xanana himself then pays to that journalist by kneeling in the mud. All 
these elements complement the instrumental power Xanana has as one of the highest 
placed politicians and the epistemic power he has as an elderly man and veteran, with 
what Lubkemann (2008) would describe as moral capital. It is this aura of willingness to 
sacrifice himself, of survival in times of duress, and in humbleness towards those who 
did not survive, that grant the stories Xanana tells about his proximity to the origin of 
the nation-state more value than the stories of others. It is important to notice that this 
value is here converted into electoral currency for the AMP coalition. It was Xanana’s 
exceptional ability to convert narrative into electoral currency that lead the (younger) 
organizers of the campaign event to choose to wait seven hours for the arrival of Xanana, 
rather than to conduct the campaign event by themselves. The value of their speeches 
would have withered in the face of the disappointment of them not being Xanana. 

The Fretilin, although it relies heavily on the past for its legitimacy, cannot boast 
with a leader as widely loved and admired as Xanana, or even the face of the PLP, Taur 
Matan Ruak. Rather to the contrary, although some of the Fretilin youth I met greatly 
admired the present leader of the Fretilin, Mari Alkatiri, for his intelligent management, 
most Fretilin supporters do not like him. Mari Alkatiri does not have military gear to boast 
with, as he was part of the diplomatic front and campaigned for Timorese independence 
in exile86. In the eyes of non-Fretilin supporters this disqualifies him because he did not 
“suffer with the people” as Xanana and Taur did. As Gilberto put it in a focus group 
discussion, Mari Alkatiri does “not love the people … because during the occupation 
he was abroad. He was in the Netherlands, in Portugal, in Guiné Bissau, in S. Tome e 

86  The fact that Mari Alkatiri is a Muslim could also play a role in the fact that many Fretilin supporters do not like him. 
However, I never heard his faith being named directly as a reason for people’s dislike of him. 
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Principe, in Mozambique. He ate eggs and supermi (instant noodles). But father Nana 
(Xanana) ate yam. He ate whatever came from our nature, even things that are not worth 
eating. He ate anything because he was waging a war in order to achieve independence” 
(Gilberto, FGD, 18.04.2018). 

Hence, the type of participation in the resistance struggle creates different levels 
of legitimacy even within the oldest generation of leaders. Two weeks after Gilberto’s 
comment I was able to literally “see” people’s dislike of Mari Alkatiri during a campaign 
event of the Fretilin in Dili. A large crowd had gathered on an open field in the outskirts 
of Dili in the blistering sun and dusty heat. After Mari Alktariri arrived in a motorcade 
counting seven SUVs with four sniper-equipped bodyguards flanking him87, the event 
began. There was dancing to the live music played by a band, and there were groups 
of people “returning” to the Fretilin after they had voted for other parties (mostly PLP) 
in the 2017 elections, and who now re-pledged their alliance to the Fretilin. There was 
a minute of silence for those fallen in the struggle for independence, and there was 
a prayer. Then Nakfilak, a Fretilin member of the “new” generation of leaders gave a 
speech full of anti-AMP rhetoric and full of references to the past. The crowd was clearly 
having fun, clapping and cheering. When Nakfilak finished, the MC announced that Mari 
Alkatiri would speak. As the band played while the two men swapped their positions on 
the stage, I looked on in astonishment as half of the audience turned their backs to the 
stage and walked off the field in what could only be described as an exodus. Mari Alkatiri 
presented the program of the Fretilin to only half the audience. 

As we will see further on, many Fretilin voters do not make their vote dependent 
on current party leaders. Their connection to the party is a different one. This does not, 
however, mean that it is irrelevant who the leader of the Fretilin is. After the younger 
Rui Maria de Araújo was appointed by Xanana Gusmão as Prime Minister in 2015 and 
successfully performed that role for two years, the Fretilin could have chosen to install 
him as the party leader and thus Prime Minister in the case of a Fretilin electoral victory. 
However, as different young adults explained to me over the course of my visits to Timor-
Leste, as long as there are leaders of the Portuguese generation around who are still able 
and willing to lead, it would not be a logical step to appoint a younger person from the 
Indonesian generation as a leader. Hence, Mari Alkatiri has more historical “right” to 
occupy the Fretilin leadership and hence, as long as he is willing to do so, he will, even if 
that reduces the popularity of the Fretilin among its voters. 

What becomes clear here is that in all the major parties, the past − and specifically 
the engagement in the resistance against the Indonesian occupation − is a vital 
currency for political legitimacy. Although the Fretilin was virtually the only party whose 
campaign was focussed on its political program in 2018 (volunteers actually handed out 

87  The heavy bodyguard detail that accompanied Alkatiri can be contrasted with that of Xanana, who arrived with two 
regular and modestly armed security guards who were hardly visible during the event and who supported Xanana to 
move freely among the people.
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summaries of the party program during campaign events), supporters reminded them 
at each rally that they were not there to hear about the program but rather to hear 
about the greatness of the Fretilin (and the corruptness of the AMP). Over the course of 
the campaign therefore, the Fretilin started going back to capitalizing on the past. They 
especially began emphasising that Mari Alkatiri and José Ramos-Horta (who endorsed 
the Fretilin at the time) were present during the unilateral declaration of independence 
by the Fretilin on 28 November 1975. Hence, by the time voters lined up in front of the 
voting booth they could either vote for those who had fought against Indonesia (Xanana 
and Taur – thus the AMP) or for the “founders of the nation” (Alkatiri and Ramos-Horta 
– thus the Fretilin). 

Conclusively, it is virtually impossible to escape history in East Timorese party 
politics. The problem with history, however, is that not everybody participated in it to 
the same extent. Hence, when political and electoral currency depends on the narration 
of historical deeds, strong generational discrepancies arise. I argue, in this chapter, 
that the focus on the (imagined) heroic past creates a language of patriotic citizenship 
in which to be a citizen means to be willing to sacrifice one’s life for the nation-state. 
As there is, however, no conflict at present in which a citizen can give her life for the 
nation-state, young people do not have access to full patriotic citizenship. This implies a 
hierarchisation of citizens between those who once risked their lives for independence, 
and those who were unable to do so. This dynamic creates a new kind of gerontocracy, 
which I coin as historical gerontocracy. This historical gerontocracy has strong parallels 
with the lisan gerontocracy discussed in the previous two chapters however, rather 
than impacting local communities it profoundly shapes the role played by the different 
generations in national democratic politics, which is what we will turn to now. 

6.3 Generations in contest

I have pointed out in chapter 3 that the question of generations regarding leadership 
has a different set of standards than in society at large. Where society at large is divided 
into the Portuguese, the Indonesian, and the post-independence (colloquially often 
referred to as “new”) generation, within the arena of power the post-independence 
generation is completely disregarded and the Indonesian generation is often referred 
to as “new” generation, or jerasaun foun (see Bexley 2017). Although this might sound 
confusing it was very straightforward for my research interlocutors. If I asked people, 
for example, which generation Rui Maria de Araújo (Prime-Minister between 2015 and 
2017) belonged to, they would tell me that, as an ex-RENETIL activist he clearly belonged 
to the Indonesian generation. When I asked them what they were themselves, they 
would tell me that they are part of the “new” generation. However, when it came to 
leadership, they always would bring up Rui Maria de Araújo as an example for arguing 
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that the “new” generation was also able to participate in politics and to govern. Hence, 
leaders who do not belong to the Portuguese generation are considered to belong to 
the “new” generation of leaders, whereas when considered stripped of their political 
functions they are categorised as part of the Indonesian generation. While holding focus 
group discussions with young adults active in political parties, I always asked them to 
position themselves according to the statement “only the old generation knows how to 
govern the nation”. Though there were always people on both sides of the argument, 
most young adults disagreed with the statement and argued that the new generation 
was also able to govern. However, in their argumentation they always related it to the 
“new” generation of leaders − the 40-50-year-old leaders such as Rui Maria de Araújo − 
and never to themselves. 

The contestation of power between this old generation of leaders and the “new” 
generation of leaders is ongoing since independence (see Bexley 2009; 2017; Bexley 
and Tchailoro 2013). However, it gained new momentum and daily relevance during the 
presidential election of 2017 when the “old” generation of ex-guerrilla fighters was pitted 
against the “new” generation of former student activists. In this race one member of the 
old generation (the Fretilin candidate Lu-Olo) ran against seven candidates considered to 
be of the “new” generation. The discussion of whether the “new” generation was ready 
to take on the post of President was the central topic of the campaign and the daily 
discussions around the presidential election. This was clearly underscored by Xanana 
Gusmão during a campaign event for Lu-Olo.

Dora and I found ourselves surrounded by a sea of Fretilin flags during an 
afternoon in March 2017. The world seemed to be to be red, yellow and black, except 
for here and there a blue-green-white CNRT flag. The red-yellow-black sea undulated in 
front of a massive stage and banners sticking out of the crowd concealed the speaker 
from my view. I didn’t need to see him though. The wild cheers from the crowd and 
the charismatic words roaring from the speaker-towers had convinced me that it was 
Xanana we were hearing as soon as Dora and I – late arrivals to this presidential election 
rally – had squeezed ourselves into the crowd. Xanana, president of the CNRT party, 
was warming up the crowd before passing the word to Fretilin presidential candidate 
Lu-Olo whom he endorsed. Every time Xanana said something that the crowd agreed 
with or found funny, young men in the back of the crowd made their motorcycles (set in 
stationary mode) roar in approval. This happened often. Towards the end of his speech 
Xanana spoke of Kalohan, the presidential candidate of the PD and biggest competitor to 
Lu-Olo. “Some people,” he roared, “have started saying that it is time for someone from 
the new generation to become President. But they will come in empty and unripe. So 
I would say, like we say in Mambae: NO WAY! Only Lu-Olo can do this!” The crowd and 
the motorbikes roared in approval. The fact that Xanana referred to his mother tongue 
Mambae but then used English words (no way) instead was considered hilarious. The 
passage was quoted all over facebook the next day (Fieldnotes, 17.03.2017). 
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The arguments brought in by Xanana Gusmão during this election rally were 
the main gist of the campaign around Lu-Olo. It was widely discussed that the new 
generation of leaders might be smart and highly educated, but they were not yet ripe 
(seidauk tasak) to take on the function of President. That Lu-Olo is only ten years older 
than Kalohan seemed irrelevant to the judgement of their capacities. The election 
result showed, unambiguously, that people still have more trust in the old generation. 
Lu-Olo won a large margin of victory immediately in the first round (57.1 %), leaving 
Kalohan to come second far behind (32.5 %). Although overall the electoral competition 
was described in generational terms, candidates from the new generation and their 
supporters tried to avoid the terminology of old and new generations. In one campaign 
event Kalohan stated that: “I have decided to run (for President) not because my ideas 
are totally new, and not to go against what those who came before me have done. I run 
in order to join in with the good things they have already done for the nation of Timor-
Leste” (Timor Post, 13.03.2017). 

This focus on joining in with, and continuing, the good things that previous 
generations have begun is relevant. Corsten (1999: 268) argues that “the decisive tribute 
for an emerging generation is that it gains acceptance for introducing a new theme, 
and thereby transforming the structure of the intergenerational discourse”. What we 
see here, however, is a generation that, at least in the context of election rhetoric, 
underscores that it is not breaking with the past. This is because the Portuguese 
generation enjoys such a high status and political legitimacy due to their association with 
the birth of the nation, that to distance oneself from them completely would amount to 
political self-destruction. Furthermore, not to go against the older generations is also a 
trait of deferential citizenship as discussed in the previous chapter. To be a good citizen is 
to respect those who are older and those who have more precedence. This is also visible 
between different generations within the realm of political parties. Hence, Kalohan 
spoke of himself as being part, not of the “new” generation but of the “continuing” 
generation (jerasaun kontinuador). This term was also used by Bernardo when I spoke to 
him about the PLP and also by Isabel, who was active in the PD, when I asked her what 
she thought about the presidential election being formulated as a competition between 
the old and the new generation. She collected her thoughts:  

What I think … I do not really agree with saying that it is the old generation 
against the “new” generation. I think it is an obligation of us, from the “new” 
generation, to join in (hatutan) with the dream of the old generation. So the 
parties that existed before the PD came, we consider them the parties of 
the old generation and the PD has come up to provide a continuation for the 
dream of the old people. We are continuing, but we are not against the old 
generation. We are the continuators for the dream, the continuators for the 
struggle (luta) of the past, we just continue. (Isabel, interview, 24.04.2017)
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Thus, Isabel also felt the need to point out that by being active in a party that was known 
as the party of the “new” generation, she did not mean to go against the old generation. 
Rather, she saw the PD as a younger party who could take over the work of the elders 
and continue that work once the old generation was no longer able to do so. Here we 
see again the deep respect for the leaders of the Portuguese generation and for their 
accomplishments. As the leaders from the Portuguese generation are seen as those who 
brought the nation-state into being, to go against them would not only be disrespectful, 
it would be unpatriotic. Wallis (2013, 135) points out that the strong representation 
(or rather over-representation) of both the Fretilin and the Portuguese generation in 
the constituent assembly had profound consequences for how the Constitution defined 
East Timoreseness. This national identity became strongly related to the role played by 
the Fretilin members of the Portuguese generation in the struggle for independence. 
Crockford (2000, 212) even speaks of a hierarchy of suffering that is integral to the 
construction of Timoreseness, based on research among young East Timorese refugees 
before independence. I view this as an apt description of a hierarchisation that is still 
relevant in East Timorese politics and society today. It is therefore not surprising that 
“disrespecting” the East Timorese citizens most highly placed within that hierarchy of 
suffering – those who are said to have liberated the country – would be considered 
unpatriotic. Only after I insisted on hearing what Isabel thought of it herself and after I 
shared with her that I had often heard people say that the “new” generation is not yet 
ready or “ripe”, she told me:

“This is a bit of a sensitive topic, this ‘new’ generation and old generation 
stuff...I think we cannot say whether someone is part of the old generation 
or of the ‘new’ generation only based on age. Because psychologically, if we 
speak about the ‘new’ and the old generation, we see that when people look 
at the ‘new’ generation, things always come up like: ‘you cannot’, ‘you cannot 
yet’, ‘you are not ready yet’, ‘you are not ripe yet’ … this always comes up.” 

Then Isabel turned to her own experience: 

“I myself have experienced this. I am part of the ‘new’ generation, but I … I am 
30 years old. My participation in the party … it is not like some of the other 
women in our organisation who joined like three years ago, or four or five 
years. My participation goes back like nine or ten years! But they still regard 
me as a child!”

“Because they are older,” I posited the obvious.

“Because they are older,” Isabel confirmed. “The thing is that they only look 
at age, they do not look at participation, dedication … willingness. So, when I 
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ran (for a position in the party) many questions came up …. My colleague who 
was also a candidate used this [against me], she said ‘you cannot give this 
organisation to a little child to lead it’.” (Isabel, interview, 24.04.2017)

Hence, it was only after she assured me (and what she imagined to be my audience) that 
she was not going to reverse any accomplishments of the Portuguese generation, that 
Isabel allowed herself to become more critical of older people. What we hear from Isabel 
in the second instance is a frustration at being disqualified purely based on her “young” 
age. Rather than being considered a devoted party member whose commitment and 
engagement have been constant over the past decade, Isabel describes being considered 
only a child. It is meaningful, as Isabel points out, that the concept of a new generation is 
immediately and a priori, in people’s minds, connected to not being able and not being 
ready for the business of politics and governing. Thus, younger generations are analysed 
through a lens of incompleteness, just like young citizens are considered not-yet-citizens 
(Gifford, Mycock, and Murakami 2014). Later on in the interview Isabel told me that she 
shared this experience with me so that I would know the “difficulties and barriers that 
we face, not necessarily as women, but as a ‘new’ generation in the party. Or even in 
organisations. Or actually anywhere in society. This is one thing that we face: that people 
look at us and decide that because we are young we cannot do things. They just look 
at us and already they tell us, ‘You are small, you cannot do it’ … because in Timor the 
culture is that small children cannot express their opinions to people who are older. This 
is not allowed” (Isabel, interview, 24.04.2017). 

Isabel thus reflects that the exclusion based on age that she faces within her 
party is actually related to the same type of exclusion which she, as a young adult, 
faces everywhere in society. Her youth leads people to regard her from a perspective of 
incompleteness and inability. While talking to me about it Isabel eventually brought up 
the “culture” of Timor-Leste in order to explain to me where this dynamic of exclusion 
came from. She was not alone in relating East Timorese “culture” to the lack of voice her 
own generation has in political parties. A year later Armando also brought up Timorese 
custom to explain why leaders rarely listened to young people in political parties. During 
an FGD with young KHUNTO members in the backyard of his house in the outskirts of 
Dili, he said that “the custom of Timor is like this: The children are there only to be sent 
around on errands (labarik so para haruka deit). Because the rights … in the [rest of 
the] world, people say that the rights of men and women are … that women have more 
rights88. In Timor that is not the case! The oldest man has most rights. The women, 
young men and the children, he has power over them all” (Armando, KHUNTO FGD, 
25.04.2018).

88  Various (I)NGOs in Timor-Leste campaign quite actively for women’s rights. I encountered various men who therefore 
were convinced that “the west” wants to take rights away from Timorese men and grant more rights to women than to 
men. 
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Hence, Isabel and Armando related the fact that they did not have much say in 
their respective political parties to the gerontocratic “culture” of Timor-Leste. What 
surprised me in talking to Isabel was that the dynamics she described were taking place 
within the PD, the party of the “new” generation. It is significant that the members of 
the Indonesian generation active in the PD apply exactly the same logic of exclusion and 
discrimination that they themselves face from the Portuguese generation (Bexley and 
Tchailoro 2013; Wigglesworth 2016). Although at first this might seem peculiar, when 
regarded within the logic of precedence it becomes intelligible. As discussed earlier, 
positionalities within a system of precedence are always subject to contestation and 
negotiation. Within this negotiation the position of the individual vis-a-vis the origin is 
always brought in and contested as a form of differentiation (Acciaioli 2009, 81). In this 
sense, the Indonesian generation is excluded by the Portuguese generation mostly based 
on the different role they played in the resistance movement. However, at the same time 
the Indonesian generation sidelines the in-between generation primarily on the basis of 
age thereby “defending” its own position closer to the source of (governance) power. 

As Alonso-Población and Fidalgo-Castro (2014, 257) put it: “Narrative competition 
is crucial within the system of precedence, structured on the basis of origin and the 
social system sets the very rules of the struggle”. If we consider the “social system” 
here to be the political parties (rather than the webs of customary relationships that 
the authors refer to) it is important to look at the “rules of the struggle” that are set 
in political parties. Within the webs of customary relationship that Alonso-Población 
and Fidalgo-Castro (2014) describe, the “origin” is related to indigeneity in the micro-
local geographical landscape. Consequently, the struggle plays out around ancestral 
land rights and precedence in matters of ritual authority and local governance decision-
making. 

I argue that if we consider the system of today’s East Timorese democracy, the 
“origin” is imagined as a mythical and hyper-romanticised birth of the nation as such. 
This point of origin is situated somewhere in the hazy and messy years of the resistance 
against Indonesian occupation89. Hence, the closer one can narrate one’s own biography 
towards that moment of origin, the more precedence one has. What Lubkemann (2008) 
describes as moral capital is thus in Timor-Leste always relative to the moral capital of 
others. Consequently, young adults who were not yet, or just about, born at this moment 
of mythical origin of the nation cannot narrate any contribution to this moment and must 
therefore “seat” themselves modestly behind anyone who has more personal stories to 
tell about the resistance than they do. Accordingly, young adults often explained their 
lack of voice in governance by telling me that “we do not know history”.

89  Although some, especially from the Fretilin, might situate the point of origin at the unilateral declaration of Independence 
on 28 November 1975, it is clear that that moment alone would never have been a point of origin if the resistance had 
not been protracted up until the point of de facto and de jure independence. James and Grenfell (2018, 4-5) also consider 
the impossibility of pinpointing a date for the coming into existence of the nation. 
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Another telling element is that most young adults, despite having the same 
exclusion experiences as described by Isabel, in a way also disqualified the Indonesian 
(“new”) generation of leaders, as most of my interlocutors had a bigger trust in the 
Portuguese generation when it came to governing the country. This, for example, 
became very clear when I conducted the focus group discussion with members of the 
Fretilin youth in which the konjak metaphor came up. As presented at the beginning 
of this chapter, Ana agreed with the statement “only the old generation knows how to 
govern the nation”. She explained: 

The state is not something easy. To build a state is not something easy. So in 
order to guarantee this nation, whether we want it or not, the old ones have 
to form it well and after that they can offer it to the new generation …. When 
in 2007 after the election, the AMP90 formed government, the new generation 
(PD) was also in there. And what happened? There was corruption coming up 
everywhere! And who was committing it? The new generation!  That is why 
I, together with my two friends here, want to argue that I think that at this 
time we have to give [the leadership] to the old generation so that they can 
indoctrinate us with good principles, about the liberation of the people, and 
only after that we can join them (hatutan). Because otherwise we might do it 
in the wrong way. (Ana, FGD, 23.04.2017)   

I was surprised to hear this statement coming from Ana who had always to me been 
the living proof that the younger generations are also able to contribute politically. It 
was clear, however, that she was referring to a more common criticism of the PD. The 
PD is often considered to be the party of the “new” generation as it was set up by the 
RENETIL leadership after independence and as it does not have a big hero veteran91 
of the armed resistance at its head. The PD was widely criticised for corruption during 
its two mandates between 2007 and 2017 and it was rumoured that Xanana Gusmão 
appointed Rui Maria de Araújo from the Fretilin as Prime-Minister (and numerous 
other Fretilin members as ministers) in 2015 because he was unhappy with the PD as a 
coalition partner due to corruption scandals. It was after this statement of Ana that Lúcio 
brought in his passionate defence of the driving abilities of the konjak and, by extension, 
the governing abilities of the new generation.

The analogy brought up by Lúcio was a very powerful one. However, I would take 
it even a step further then Ana did. Ana argued that it is when the konjak drives that 

90  AMP here refers to the first AMP (Alliance for Parliamentary Majority) that was formed in 2007 after the Fretilin had ruled 
out governing together with the CNRT. This first AMP was composed by the CNRT, PD and PSD-ASDT (see Table I). 

91  Remember that most RENETIL members were not awarded the status of veteran of the resistance because the clause 
excludes members of the clandestine front who performed student activities at the time of their involvement (see 
chapter 2). 
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accidents happen. My own analysis, based on the cursory reading of news articles on the 
recurring and tragic bus accidents, was that when a driver caused an accident, the media 
discussion dealt with the long nightly hours of driving, the bad working conditions, and 
the miserable state of the roads in some of the more far-off districts. However, when it 
was a konjak who caused an accident, his identity as a konjak seemed to be the entire 
reason for the accident. So just like Ana and Lúcio, we might stretch this analogy into 
the relation between the old and the new generation of leaders. When an old leader is 
caught in a faux pas or a corruption scandal, this is trivialised, presented as a “bad apple” 
case or, what I heard repetitively, brushed aside as “jungle politics”. These leaders, it 
was said, learned to be a leader in the guerrilla, one had to forgive them some brisk 
manners, as they had, after all, liberated the country from foreign oppression. However, 
if a member of the “new” generation of leaders is caught in a corruption scandal it is 
taken to be indexical of a wider endemic atrophy of the “new” generation, just as Ana 
did during the focus group discussion. 

Hence, the reality in Timor to which Ana referred at the beginning of this chapter, 
is one in which precedence dictates that one has to patiently wait for one’s turn as long 
as there are senior others who can do the job. Hence, as long as Mari Alkatiri is willing 
and able to be the leader of the Fretilin, Rui Maria de Araújo (or any other member of 
the Indonesian generation) will have to wait. Just like the konjak is able to drive and 
could do so without people noticing, Rui Maria de Araújo was able to govern as Prime 
Minister. But as long as the driver is around, the konjak is supposed to learn by looking 
on from the passenger seat. Consequently, as long as the old generation is around, the 
new generation is a spectator waiting for its turn, at least if conventions are respected.

What we have thus seen is that the Indonesian and the Portuguese generations 
do not listen to young adults because they have less historical and therefore political 
legitimacy. On the other hand, the in-between generation does not believe in the 
governing capacities of the Indonesian generation as much as they trust the Portuguese 
generation with the business of governing. Crucial is that, as Isabel pointed out, the 
judgement of one’s ability to govern is not based on the years of governance experience, 
but to the amount of sacrificing one has done for the liberation of the country.  It might be 
worthwhile, at this point, to compare these intergenerational dynamics to Phillips’ (2010) 
analysis of Tanzanian post-colonial politics. In Tanzania there is one “old” political party 
with its roots in the independence movement, and several “new” parties that were set 
up after Tanzania became a multi-party state in 1992. Phillips (2010) describes how, in 
election campaigns, thirteen-year-old parties are presented as the equivalent of thirteen-
year-old teenagers that cannot be trusted with running the country. The “old” party is, in 
contrast, presented as the “father” of those younger parties and voters are encouraged 
to trust the “father” over the “son”. In Timor-Leste, the Fretilin is also often presented 
as the “mother of all parties”. What is notable in the contrast to Timor-Leste, however, 
is that Phillips (2010, 117-118) describes how this generational valuing is mostly applied 
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to the party as a governance body but not to the individuals in the party. She shows how 
education is highly valued in the Tanzanian context and how younger party members are 
seen as better educated than older party members. Hence, the best candidate for the 
presidency is a relatively young candidate from the “old” party. She goes on to describe 
how members of this young and educated political elite become symbolic elders who form 
a symbolic gerontocracy (Phillips 2010, 118).  In Timor-Leste, however, although the “old” 
parties Fretilin and CNRT do enjoy a privileged status comparable to what Phillips describes 
for Tanzania, within parties the intergenerational dynamics happen much more on the 
level of the individual. Moreover, education does in no way grant the level of legitimacy 
that a personal history of engagement in the struggle for independence does. Rather, 
being highly educated is always presented as a fact one “owes” to those who liberated the 
country and made one’s education possible in the first place. There is, in this sense, not 
only an aura of moral superiority to the leaders of the Portuguese generation and their 
closeness to the birth of the nation, there is also a permanent sense of indebtedness. It is 
to that sense of indebtedness that I now turn. 

6.4 The politics of unreciprocable debt 

While sitting on the white tiled floor of an old house that had been turned into a cultural 
centre and box club by local youth, Pedro and I talked with young adults in a rural suku 
of the Lautem district about political parties. We asked them what they do for political 
parties and they told us they go to campaign events to cheer and listen to the leaders. 
We also asked them what the parties do for them. The answer was straightforward 
– nothing. Pedro had put on a Fretilin t-shirt that morning, anticipating that most 
participants in that Eastern part of the country would be Fretilin supporters. When our 
host asked him whether he was Fretilin he replied diplomatically that actually in Timor-
Leste everybody is Fretilin, because all other parties that exist have their roots in the 
Fretilin. I myself was not sure whether he was acknowledging his party affiliation or 
whether he was pretending it. Nonetheless, I asked him to change his t-shirt, thinking of 
the organisers of the box club who had told us the previous evening that they tried not 
to mix their activities with politics. Pedro’s prediction, however, was correct. Although 
hesitantly, most participants expressed their allegiance to the Fretilin at some point 
during the focus group discussion. The least hesitant was Serafim. Thirty years old, he 
was the oldest in the group and his portly tall figure and deep baritone voice provided 
a contrast to the other participants who huddled together shyly and whose Tetun was 
hesitant and reluctant. To my surprise, however, Serafim did not abuse his status as the 
oldest and only talked when invited. During one of these occasions he repeated a story 
he had told me over lunch: that some of the newer parties come to his community 
offering money for votes. He, however, would never betray the Fretilin. “I am Fretilin 
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on the inside,” he told us. “Many of my family members have died for this party. I was 
born with it and so I will die with it” (Serafim, FGD, 12.04.2017). I thought it fascinating 
that for Serafim it was so clear that, because he came from a Fretilin family, and because 
some of his family members died for the Fretilin when it fought for independence, he 
would always be Fretilin. Over lunch I had asked him what he would do if he did not 
agree with the course the party leadership would take in the future. He had told me he 
would choose to replace the party leadership. Various elements of Serafim’s discourse 
reminded me of an interview I had with Bernardo a few weeks earlier.

I knew Bernardo vaguely from seeing him at university campus. I remembered he 
had long curly hair tied together and that he liked to wear a military-green communist-
Cuban-style cap with a red star on it. When I heard from Pedro that he had joined the 
ranks of the new party PLP (Party for Popular Liberation) that was constituting itself 
during my 2017 fieldwork, I asked him for an interview. He had cut his hair, ditched 
the revolutionary look, dropped out of university and was now working at a local NGO. 
Among other things, Bernardo told me how he had always been a staunch Fretilin 
supporter. However, having become more aware and more critical during his years at 
university, he started seeing that the Fretilin did and defended many things he did not 
agree with. However, he told me:

“If we are inside the party we do not have enough power to go against our 
leaders. Many times we are against something, but the Fretilin also comes 
with its own history and we (the youth) have just been born, so for us to go 
against them is kind of difficult. So the alternative was to get out. Get out and 
set up a party to go against them, not in the sense of really going against each 
other, but against the thoughts that we do not think are good ….”

“But so, to change the structure from the inside is hard?” I asked. 

“In the Fretilin?!” To my surprise and bewilderment, Bernardo burst into 
laughter. 

“Why?” I stammered, puzzled.

“That is hard,” Bernardo said composing himself. Then, thoughtfully, he 
repeated “hard ….”

“But why?” I insisted.

“Eh … The people who are in the structure of the Fretilin are the people 
who in the past were involved in the process of liberation. Until today their 
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investment in the party continues to be big. They have set up their people 
in the districts to become delegates in the congress and so that is all fixed. 
If we would want to change such a structure, that would have to go through 
the congress. And people would not vote for us [young people].” (Bernardo, 
interview, 23.03.2017)

Hence, I thought of Bernardo while listening to Serafim telling me how he would change 
the party leadership in case they would take the Fretilin in the “wrong” direction. 
Bernardo had found the idea of young people being able to change the Fretilin from 
within so outlandish that he considered my questioning him about it hilarious. What 
would he have told Serafim if he would have been able to hear him? However, there 
was another element of Serafim’s relationship with the Fretilin that reminded me of the 
conversation with Bernardo: the emotional connection to the party that was forged by 
the death of family members in the liberation struggle. I had also asked Bernardo why 
Fretilin supporters often seem to be the most militant, and regularly the most violent. 

“They support the Fretilin because that is something emotional,” Bernardo 
explained. “For some, their mother died, or their father, or their siblings … 
in the conflict. So they come and they express their feelings in a very radical 
way. And then when somebody else goes against them with other ideas they 
… they feel that their family died for these convictions [of the Fretilin]. So if 
you go against those thoughts, they start fighting with you.”

“So there is a personal dimension to it,” I concluded, as things started falling 
into place in my mind. 

“The personal dimension is big.” 

Bernardo told me that he himself had been one of those violent Fretilin supporters who 
had thrown stones at political opponents. When I asked him what had motivated him to 
do so he explained: 

I thought that people were not allowed to be against the Fretilin. Because we 
are independent today thanks to the Fretilin, we fled into the forest thanks 
to the Fretilin92. This brings about emotions and that makes it many times 
difficult for us to control ourselves. When we have just gotten into politics, 
it is like that. Slowly, and once we start becoming more mature and start 

92  I assume Bernardo referred here to the fact that in 1975 the Fretilin coordinated the masses that fled into the mountains 
upon the brutal Indonesian invasion. 
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understanding politics, we understand the dynamics of politics. We start 
seeing the others more positively, we start seeing the colleagues from other 
parties as good people too. We respect each other. In the campaign we 
criticise each other, but that is something normal. After the campaign is over, 
we are on good terms again. (Bernardo, Interview, 23.03.2017)

As Serafim indicated, but as Bernardo was able to explain, the Fretilin has something 
profoundly personal and emotional. Young adults were brought up with the narrative 
that their uncle, father or grandmother died for it. They were told, time and again, that 
had it not been for the Fretilin, they would not live in an independent country. Hence, 
young people grow up with a feeling of an unreciprocable indebtedness towards those 
who achieved independence. The impact of this indebtedness and of this hierarchy of 
suffering (Crockford 2000) on how young adults from the in-between generation see 
themselves and their position in society is not to be underestimated. Bernardo was the 
first interlocutor who could make me understand why criticism of the Fretilin was so 
contentious, why some of my other interlocutors, like Serafim, were so absolute in their 
support. To them, to disqualify the Fretilin or what it stands for would render the deaths 
of their family members meaningless, it would present independence as an insignificant 
achievement, and it would be an affront to the hierarchy of suffering. People who, like 
Serafim, pledged their allegiance to the Fretilin for life, did not pledge to the current 
convictions and politics of the Fretilin as a political party. They pledged their allegiance 
to their deceased ancestors and to what they had defended and died for. Hence, even 
though hundreds of people walked off the Fretilin campaign event once Mari Alkatiri 
came onto the stage, they will still vote for the Fretilin. Mari Alkatiri is merely a temporary 
leader, whereas the indebtedness that people feel towards the Fretilin is more enduring. 
This gives the party a support base that is more or less unrelated to the actual deeds of 
the party in the moment. 

The rise of the PLP, a party voted into parliament primarily by disgruntled Fretilin 
and CNRT supporters, shows that not everybody’s support is unconditional. However, 
the rise of the PLP also shows that the power of a sense of indebtedness is not a trait of 
the Fretilin alone and can also be wielded by individuals. When I talked to Bernardo in 
2017 he presented the PLP as the party of the young and highly educated East Timorese 
who worked mostly in Dili’s civil society organisations. He also told me that, although the 
party would be run by those young people, they needed the support of some veterans 
so that people would actually vote for them. A month after I spoke to Bernardo, Taur 
Matan Ruak concluded his presidential term. Shortly after, he confirmed the rumours 
and affiliated himself with the PLP. With that single affiliation, the PLP passed from being 
a marginal young people’s party that would probably have struggled to make it into 
parliament, to being a considerable electoral threat to the Fretilin and the CNRT. When 
I came back in 2018, the PLP was no longer the party of young civil society intellectuals. 
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It was the party of Taur Matan Ruak, just like the CNRT is the party of Xanana Gusmão. 
What unites Xanana Gusmão and Taur Matan Ruak is that they were both commander-
in-chief of the FALINTIL forces. Hence, the notion of indebtedness is particularly acute 
towards these two figures. People vote for them and for their parties because if they 
were willing to sacrifice everything and fight an impossible guerrilla war against a mighty 
occupation force, if they survived by eating “whatever came from our nature, even 
things that are not worth eating” as Gilberto put it, if they occupy the highest positions 
in the hierarchy of suffering, then they must know, so it is thought, what is right for this 
nation-state they themselves fathered.   

The relationship between unreciprocable debt and voting behaviour shows us 
that history continues to be not only a crucial instrument wielded by politicians seeking 
votes, but also by their audiences in their authorisation of the politicians’ narrative 
(Lubkemann 2008). Consequently, both this authority and its authorisation perpetuate 
the focus on past deeds as a political currency. They create a language of citizenship that 
is based on a very specific form of patriotism that is not available to the young adults 
of today. The in-between generation can thus reiterate and romanticise the stories of 
others. They can, however, not take ownership of the party’s value itself or make use 
of their own past as political currency. I therefore argue that, parallel to the customary 
gerontocracy that restricts young adults’ participation in suku level governance, we can 
identify another type of gerontocracy that, correspondingly, restricts young people’s 
participation at the level of democratic party politics. I call this historical gerontocracy. 

Just like customary gerontocracy, historical gerontocracy defines that elderly men 
have most authority and respectability and, in this case, political power and legitimacy. 
However, where age is the primary element defining positionality in customary 
gerontocracy, in historical gerontocracy this is more complex. Status here is not only 
defined by age but also by participation in the struggle for independence. The types of 
participation in this struggle are then, in turn, also valued differently. Thereby the armed 
forces (especially the leadership) occupy the highest level of prestige, followed by high-
impact diplomatic front positions, with student activism making up the lowest tier. It is, 
perhaps, no coincidence that these levels of prestige correspond to decreasing age and 
generation (Portuguese first, Indonesian second). It is for that reason that I consider it a 
form of gerontocracy. I furthermore consider it a form of gerontocracy because here age, 
generation, the ability to narrate personal stories connected with the birth of the nation, 
and one’s position within the hierarchy of suffering are all instrumentalised as a tool of 
power. It is with their historical gerontocracy that older generations subdue younger 
generations and as such maintain, defend and legitimate their powerful positions. 

Over the course of my fieldwork visits, however, an interesting alternative to 
the focus on historical gerontocracy gradually surfaced and it will be useful to observe 
whether it will develop into a new way of doing democracy in Timor-Leste. Serafim was 
not the only one who told me he was committed to a party “for life”. The idea of party 
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allegiance “for life” was given a new impetus by the surprise winner of the 2017 election: 
KHUNTO. In the following section I will analyse how a party that cannot boast a narrative 
of closeness to the origin, that cannot rely on historical gerontocracy, and that cannot 
capitalise on indebtedness, managed to establish a place for itself within big politics by 
profiling itself not through the big deeds of its leaders, but by its wielding of lisan. 

6.5 Sworn politics 

KHUNTO93 was registered as a political party in 2011. As it did not receive enough votes 
to get into parliament in the 2012 elections, it was only when it surprisingly received 
6.4 percent of the votes (and therefore five seats in parliament) in 2017 that everybody 
started talking about KHUNTO. The first time I consciously heard about KHUNTO was 
before the 2017 election when I was in Viqueque district with my friend Gabriel to hold a 
focus group discussion with young adults in his rural suku. Driving out of the village, our 
car passed a man walking next to the dirt road, wearing a dark green t-shirt with a yellow 
circle and a white dove on his chest. “See,” Gabriel said, bending towards me with a 
conspiratorial look, “that man is wearing a KHUNTO t-shirt in order to show his allegiance 
to the martial arts gang KORKA”. Upon seeing my confused face he explained to me that, 
since the martial arts groups had been forbidden in 2013, people who were affiliated 
with the martial arts group KORKA94 had now started using KHUNTO paraphernalia in 
order to express their gang identity. 

The violence perpetrated during and in the wake of the 2006 crisis was mostly 
attributed to martial arts gangs95. Martial arts groups as a phenomenon blew over from 
Indonesia (Scambary 2009; Scambary, Gama, and Barreto 2006). Interlocutors told me 
that members of these groups had a strong sense of honour and a need for revenge if 
that honour was stained. Also, I was often told that if one member of a martial arts group 
was hurt, the whole group would feel hurt and would yearn for revenge. This, according 
to various interlocutors, created a protracted cycle of retributive violence in the wake 
of the 2006 crisis (see also Myrttinen 2010). Hence, in 2013 the government passed a 
resolution (16/201396) prohibiting the existence of the three most well-known martial 
arts groups: KORKA, Kera Sakti and PSHT. The resolution cited protracted violence and 
crime, failure to comply with the rules agreed upon during earlier measures, and failure 
of the leaders to control their members, as the reasons for the final prohibition. During 
my 2015 stay in Miguel’s suku, however, there were still ongoing conflicts between local 

93  KHUNTO stands for Kmanek Haburas Unidade Nasional Timor Oan – Enrich the National Unity of the Children of Timor.
94  KORKA stands for Kmanek Oan Rai Klaran – the Wise Children of the Land.
95  Scambary (2009) shows that the landscape of violent actors during and after the crisis was much more complex. However, 

in the discourse of my interlocutors, all gangs were presented as martial arts groups. 
96  For the resolution about the martial arts groups see http://www.mj.gov.tl/jornal/?q=node/1594. 
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groups who had been affiliated with the Kera Sakti and the PSHT. As Miguel explained to 
me, those gangs officially did not exist anymore, but their members had established a 
brotherhood through a blood oath. Just prohibiting the gang was not going to repeal their 
sense of brotherhood. Hence, when an ex-member of Kera Sakti was hurt or insulted, 
his whole ex-gang would still show up for revenge, even though they officially did not 
exist as a gang anymore. I was also told that actually all gangs still existed and most still 
practiced martial arts under the cover of either darkness or sheer rural remoteness. 
KORKA members, as Gabriel explained to me, had found new ways of expressing their 
gang identities with a new aura of legitimacy by transforming their gang into a political 
party. This connection to KORKA led many of my non-KHUNTO interlocutors to worry 
about KHUNTO’s appearance on the national political stage.

After the election in 2017, KHUNTO became suddenly a much-discussed party, 
firstly for its surprising election result and secondly for walking out on the Fretilin/PD 
coalition at the very last moment. Consequently, the Fretilin and the PD formed a minority 
government that faced a coordinated opposition from the CNRT, PLP, and KHUNTO (see 
Table I, Annex I). After months of impasse, the President dissolved the parliament and 
called for a snap election which finally took place in May of 2018 (Leach 2018). For that 
election the CNRT, PLP and KHUNTO campaigned together as a coalition block: the AMP 
– Alliance of Change for Progress, which would eventually win the election. It was during 
this campaign that I talked to a group of young male KHUNTO supporters. After having 
heard that KHUNTO was basically the same as the martial arts gang KORKA from many 
other interlocutors, I hesitantly and cautiously asked the participants of the KHUNTO 
focus group discussion in the outskirts of Dili whether they could explain to me the 
relation between the two. Armando was thirty-three years old and hence the oldest 
in the group. He also held the highest position within the party structure amongst the 
participants in the courtyard. Therefore, he was often the first to react to my statements 
and questions. “Yes, of course,” he answered, “many people know KHUNTO comes from 
the martial arts. That is correct.” 

I was at first surprised and relieved that his reaction was so calm even though 
the topic was tricky. In my experience, talking about the forbidden martial art gangs 
had always been riddled with secrecy or stigma. Hence, I had been apprehensive about 
bringing it up, afraid that I would be considered to be intruding on a topic I had no 
right to talk about. As Armando continued talking, however, he became more and more 
worked up about it. “People know KHUNTO is related to martial arts because they know 
the figure of Naimori,” he continued, referring to the man who founded both KORKA and 
KHUNTO even though he left the presidency of the party to his wife. “He is the one who 
set up the martial arts group KORKA Timor. But that was in the past! Because in the past, 
that was in accordance with the law. Then our brother Xanana said that the government 
had to close the martial arts. Then we did not have activities anymore so that is why he 
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[Naimori] set up a party97. So … legally, KHUNTO is registered as a party! And then people 
go say that it is a martial arts party!”

His voice grew louder and more angry. The other participants listened and 
expressed their agreement once in a while. I wondered whether it had been such a 
good idea after all to bring up this topic. Armando continued pointing out that KHUNTO 
was a legal political party and that its members had respected the law by closing down 
their martial arts activities. Nevertheless, he complained, they were still considered by 
others as illegal for their connection to martial arts groups. It was unfair, he stated, that 
only KHUNTO was associated with martial art gangs, as there were ex-martial art gang 
members in all parties. He thus asked, rhetorically: “If I join the Fretilin, will people say 
that the Fretilin is a party of martial arts? … Some of the people from KORKA are in the 
Fretilin, but no one calls that party a martial arts party!” (Armando, FGD, 25.04.2018).

Soon, however, Armando’s anger dissipated and he told us that it was anyway 
all campaign talk, and that the people from the big parties just used the martial arts 
thing against Naimori because he was a competitor. He postulated that if Mari Alkatiri 
(secretary-general of the Fretilin) would not have the historical name of the Fretilin party 
behind him, no one would vote for him. That was the strength of Naimori, Armando said. 
He did not have the historic name of the party nor any big heroic deeds in the resistance 
to use for his legitimacy. But still people believed in him. That was because Naimori was 
the only one who would really do something about corruption. 

KHUNTO’s stance against corruption is actually one of its major profiling themes 
(see also Aspinall and Scambary 2017) and here is where lisan makes its way into politics. 
Naimori has profiled himself and his party by asking the people who join the party to 
partake in a blood oath (juramento) in which they swear on their uma lulik (and other 
sacred sites and things) that they will serve the country and not use their position to 
enrich themselves. This was something my interlocutors at the focus group discussion 
were also very convinced of. Armando explained: “For example my brothers here, our 
friends, they all have their lisan. I personally promised myself to the party through my 
lisan. That means I will not go against it and I will be standing ready [for the party] 
until I die. I will keep following the way of KHUNTO. If I will do something that does not 
follow (KHUNTO), I myself will be meat for the Lulik of my descent line” (Armando, FGD, 
25.04.2018).

It is important to acknowledge the relation between the political party KHUNTO 
and the martial arts group KORKA, because the notion of the juramento (blood oath) 
and how it is conducted within the party is tightly connected to how brotherhood and 
commitment was forged within the martial arts group. What makes KHUNTO such a 
remarkable party however, is not its relationship to martial arts per se, but much 
more the elements it has imported from the martial arts group into the political party: 

97  Note that the party KHUNTO was set up in 2011, two years before the official prohibition of KORKA in 2013. 
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affiliation as something for life, a sense of brotherhood sealed by a blood oath, which 
in turn is considered to be sanctioned by the ancestors and nature. Hence, what in my 
eyes makes KHUNTO such a noteworthy party is that Armando, as a young man, tells 
us that he has promised himself – through his lisan – to the party, that he will never go 
against the party, and that he considers that allegiance to be valid until the end of his life. 
Furthermore, Armando considers that if he breaks that promise he will be “meat for the 
Lulik”, that is, punished or killed by angry ancestors. 

The relation between combating corruption and using lisan to discipline politicians 
might not seem completely straight forward, however it was clear for my KHUNTO 
interlocutors, who were convinced that it was exactly that combination which made 
KHUNTO a party different from, and more worthy than, the others. Another participant 
in the focus group discussion in Armando’s backyard, explained why KHUNTO is the only 
party that can really tackle corruption: 

What we see is that when people are sworn in at the government palace or 
the other institutions at which they are sworn in, they promise like this: “juro 
por Deus” (so help me God). But God loves us too much. So this person can 
promise something (to God) but then they will not do according to God’s will. 
Today they will promise and tomorrow they might already be stealing. But 
God will not condemn them, so these people will always be doing corruption, 
manipulating, politicising. So that means that everything goes wrong. The 
system that is in place does not work. So the teaching of KHUNTO, it comes 
from the reality that God will always love us. So we have to bring in the forces 
of nature to regulate us in order for people to be afraid. So naturally, if you 
want to have power (kaer ukun) you will have to do a juramento. And if you 
promise something over there98, that means that when you come back you 
will not do these things (corruption) because you will always be afraid. You 
can go and hide in a tiny little room, but nature will be there too, and it is 
watching you, so it will see what you are doing and condemn you immediately. 
(KHUNTO, FGD, 25.04.2018)

The Catholic forgiving God was thus not considered, by my KHUNTO interlocutors, to be 
an efficient tool for the enforcement of political honesty. A harsher, less forgiving entity 
had to be brought into East Timorese politics if a plunge into corrupt chaos was to be 
averted. In chapter 4 we have seen that my interlocutors considered that the ancestors 
and the sacred forces of nature would not forgive as God does. Nature, as used by this 
young KHUNTO supporter, refers to the sacred powers that exist in rocks, mountains, 

98  Naimori said that Mount Ramelau, the highest mountain of Timor-Leste and which is considered sacred, would be 
the place where high profile members of government would make their oath if KHUNTO were to be in charge of the 
government.
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wells and trees. Although they are not direct deceased ancestors, they are connected to 
the ancestors by having the same kind of power to make people sick, cause accidents, or 
even cause sudden death as described by Dora in chapter 4. Thus, in the view of these 
KHUNTO members, the forces of nature are the only guarantee for honest politics. They 
also, however, enforce life-long political party allegiance as Armando proudly pointed out 
above. Armando, just like Serafim who stated his Fretilin alliance was for life, narrated 
how he had been offered money by other parties to change his allegiance. Armando 
said no KHUNTO member would do that unless he were crazy, as the consequences of 
shifting his allegiance would be dire.  

Hence, there are parallels between the life-long commitment expressed by Serafim 
toward the Fretilin and Armando toward KHUNTO. Both Serafim and Armando used the 
hypothetical situation of being offered money to support another party in order to state 
their life-long allegiance to their own party. When I asked the KHUNTO supporters what 
they would do if they disagreed with the course party leaders would give to KHUNTO in 
the future, their answer mirrored Serafim’s: they would replace the leaders. However, 
where for Serafim his life-long allegiance was connected to the emotional bond of 
indebtedness towards his ancestors who died for the party, for Armando it is his oath 
to his lisan, and the potential wrath of his ancestors, that create the life-long allegiance. 
This, according to Aurora, was a crucial difference between the two parties and their 
impact on the democratic system. Interviewing her on the day after the KHUNTO focus 
group discussion, I expressed my surprise at the conviction with which the participants 
had stated their life-long allegiance. 

“That is right! My uncle is also in this. He does not vote because of this!” 
Aurora reacted.

“He does not vote?” I looked at her confused.

“He does not vote” she repeated. “After he spent time in KHUNTO he decided 
that he wanted to vote for the PLP. But he cannot vote for the PLP because 
he did a juramento in which he invoked the sacred mountains and the sacred 
land. So then in the end he just did not vote. Because he already does not like 
KHUNTO anymore, but how will he get out?”

“Interesting,” I mused while Aurora proceeded:

“Because they go do the juramento, they cut their wrists, get the blood out. 
In the juramento they invoke their uma lisan. My cousin,” she interrupted 
herself remembering another example, “we lived together for a while, she 
also did that, and now she cannot get out. Because she cut her wrist, the 
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blood fell down and then she swore on the uma lisan of both her parents, the 
sacred mountains of Kablaki and Matebian and Ramelau. So if she tries to get 
out of that, she will die.”

Clicking my tongue I wondered: “So there is no way for them to get out? Can 
they not ask nature to let them get out again?” Aurora shook her head. “Ok, 
so then people just don’t vote,” I concluded.

“Our promises are promises, we cannot change them,” Aurora remarked with 
an aura of wisdom. “The nature of Timor is not something to ever play with.” 

“I have only heard this in the Fretilin so far,” I told her. “In the Fretilin I have 
heard people say, ‘I was born in the Fretilin, so I will die in the Fretilin, I cannot 
change’. But I did not know that there were other parties in which that was 
also said.”

For Aurora, however, this was not the same: “In the Fretilin these are normal 
words, so if we want to change in the future it will not be such a problem …. 
But the KHUNTO people, they cannot, because they use their blood, they put 
it together and then they drink it ….” (Aurora, Interview, 26.04.2018)

Hence, for Aurora a blood oath had a different magnitude than the indebtedness 
toward martyred ancestors. Once allegiance was sworn to KHUNTO by a blood oath, 
the only options left were to vote for KHUNTO, refrain from voting entirely, or death 
by ancestral wrath. Whether an oath is retractable or not is a contentious topic. I have 
discussed the case of Mari Alkatiri in chapter 4. In 2017 Mari Alkatiri called together lia 
nain representing the nation-state in order to overturn his oath that he would never 
set foot in the government palace again. Where Aurora stated that “our promises are 
promises, we cannot change them”, Mari Alkatiri, as a national leader, thus seemed to 
have the means to call for a ritual with enough magnitude to overturn his oath. As Aurora 
suggests, the fact that the KHUNTO oath, contrary to Alkatiri’s oath, is a blood oath might 
lead to an increased weight in the minds of my interlocutors. As she pointed out, words 
spoken have less binding power than blood spilled and drunken. Furthermore, it was 
also implied to me by non-Fretilin interlocutors during my 2018 fieldwork that the fall of 
the minority government headed by Mari Alkatiri proved the oath was irreversible after 
all. Noteworthy is that it was KHUNTO’s last-minute walkout that turned the Fretilin/PD 
coalition into a minority government. It was the consequent blocking by the coordinated 
opposition that finally sent the Fretilin back into the opposition bench. Nevertheless, 
many of my non-Fretilin interlocutors saw this failure as proof that Mari Alkatiri was 
never “authorised” back into the government palace in the first place. Some of my 
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young interlocutors were convinced that, had Mari Alkatiri not ordered the ritual, he 
might have died upon entering the government palace again. In that sense, the rituals 
performed saved him from the most acute wrath of nature, but not from it punishing 
him for his transgression in a milder form. 

While interlocutors disagreed whether it had been legitimate, or even effective, for 
Mari Alkatiri to try and overturn his own oath with lia nain support, they all agreed that 
allegiance to KHUNTO through a blood oath was for life. The issue of life-long allegiance to 
a democratic party in a multiparty democracy is a fascinating one. By mixing lisan and the 
ancestors’ sanctions into political party affiliation, KHUNTO created a sacred allegiance 
that, according to my interlocutors, is irreversible. Hence, a political party, in this case is 
not a political institution in which one can (or not) engage and which can be “disciplined” 
by the threat of voters turning to other parties. The party becomes a family that shares 
the same blood and whose members would never abandon each other or betray each 
other. The allegiance is not seen as a temporary, election-cycle-based contract but as a 
matter of life and death99. That Serafim was brought up with a sense of indebtedness and 
therefore feels he cannot but support the Fretilin, is somehow intelligible in a context 
in which past heroic deeds and suffering are so omnipresent in the socialisation of new 
generations and even in the Constitution (Wallis 2013). Furthermore, as Aurora pointed 
out, pledging one’s life-long allegiance to the Fretilin can be a grand gesture, but it is 
not definitive. Yet, what makes a generation of new party members decide to cut their 
wrists, drink mixed blood and pledge a life-long allegiance sanctioned by their ancestors, 
to a party that has existed for less than a decade?  

No KHUNTO supporter was able to explain this to me with the same clarity with 
which Bernardo was able to explain the emotional allegiance to the Fretilin100. For ex-
KORKA members it might have been the logical next step to realign themselves with 
their community of brothers and sisters after their first platform of convergence had 
been prohibited. The deferential and modest character of Naimori, in comparison 
with the self-aggrandising tendencies of hero leaders in other parties, was also named 
by KHUNTO members as a quality that had convinced them. The resurgence of lisan 
(which was at times presented to me as an indigenous form of democracy) and how 
KHUNTO tapped into that resurgence might also have contributed to KHUNTO’s appeal 
in comparison to the established parties plagued by corruption scandals and constant 
bickering over the past.

99  A note of caution is necessary here. Although I only talked to interlocutors who were fully convinced that to break the 
KHUNTO juramento would mean to face severe repercussions from nature, Aspinall and Scambary (2017) show that 
not everybody seems to fear this. As they posit: “According to one high-placed party leader, 89,000 persons pledged 
their support to KHUNTO (in 2017) by taking oaths but on election day the party got under 37,500 votes”. It is of course 
impossible to judge how many of these withheld their vote entirely, as Aurora’s uncle did, and how many actually voted 
for another party. Nevertheless, the statistical difference is telling. 

100  What motivates young adults to join KHUNTO, and the presentation of KHUNTO as a family more than a political party 
are important arenas for further ethnographic research.
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Although the reasons for young people’s allegiance to KHUNTO might be varied 
and not always straightforward, it is important to scrutinise KHUNTO as it offers a 
counterweight to historical gerontocracy. KHUNTO in no way presented an electoral 
threat to the CNRT or the Fretilin on the scale the PLP did. Its peculiar position of power, 
in 2017, when it found itself to be the small weight that could tip the scale either in the 
favour of the Fretilin or in favour of the CNRT, was primarily caused by a combination 
of circumstances not of KHUNTO’s own making. Nevertheless, KHUNTO brought a 
fundamental change to not only the way politics is done, but also to how a position 
in Parliament is legitimised. KHUNTO showed that a prominent past in the armed or 
democratic front (Fretilin and CNRT), or in the clandestine front and student movement 
(PD), or a combination of both (PLP), was not a precondition to win a significant 
percentage of votes. KHUNTO showed that voters do not (no longer?) care only about 
“history”. KHUNTO showed that bringing in lisan and the regulatory powers of ancestors 
could also garner success on the national democratic stage. In doing so, KHUNTO 
challenged the historical gerontocracy that had been established in the East Timorese 
democratic echelons over the past decade. Note that KHUNTO did not overturn the logic 
of historical gerontocracy. The deferent manner with which KHUNTO supporters and 
Naimori himself spoke about Big Brother Xanana and Big Brother Taur Matan Ruak when 
campaigning for the AMP in 2018 clearly illustrated that it was not KHUNTO’s purpose 
to overturn existing hierarchies of precedence and historical gerontocracy. Nevertheless, 
in all its deference, KHUNTO showed that one does not need a past in the resistance 
struggle to win votes and become significant in national democratic politics. I argue it 
was, in part, this powerful message that made KHUNTO attractive to young voters. In 
KHUNTO it does not matter whether one fought for independence. It matters whether 
one has lisan, it matters whether one respects that lisan, and it matters whether one is 
a dedicated and loyal brother or sister. These are elements that are available to the in-
between generation. These are elements that can make one an exemplary party member 
due to one’s present actions, rather than due to one’s past achievements. 

Wallis (2013, 149) problematises the influence of the Portuguese generation in 
the writing of the East Timorese Constitution and in defining what the East Timorese 
national identity is about. She thereby shows how the pertinent focus on a historical 
narrative of conflict, a conflict out of which the Portuguese generation emerged 
as heroes, has profoundly shaped not only how the Constitution was written, but 
also what the East Timorese national identity became associated with. She also 
highlights that this excluded virtually all the subsequent generations from a sense 
of full membership in the East Timorese national imagined community. She argues, 
with Leach (2006), that this leads younger generations to put more emphasis on an 
indigenous (pre-colonial) historiography. In my view this might help us explain the 
role and appeal of KHUNTO. By creating a line of political legitimacy that, although 
not ignoring it, challenges historical gerontocracy; by creating a new idea of political 
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legitimacy and honesty that is based on the compliance with lisan, rather than based 
on past sacrifices, KHUNTO has tapped exactly into that return to a more indigenous 
historiography, in which to be a Timorese citizen is to have lisan, much more than to 
have fought against Indonesian oppression. 

This seemed to be underscored when I interviewed Manuel, a young man active in 
KHUNTO. I asked Manuel to explain to me KHUNTO’s slogan: tane o rai, tane o ema, tane 
o lisan (support/uphold your land, your people, and your lisan). In his extensive answer, 
Manuel focussed mostly on lisan and kultura: 

Lisan reaffirms the national identity. KHUNTO considers that the lisan, the 
kultura of Timor is like the own identity for this nation … KHUNTO wants to 
value kultura. Because when it comes to kultura the Timorese will never be 
divided …. In the past, Timor did not exist as a nation-state yet, but with kultura 
it was possible to solve problems [between people]. KHUNTO takes this as a 
good reference for the future of the nation: that to solve problems, if we do 
not manage to solve them with juridical concepts, then we can do it according 
to kultura … And kultura is a heritage from our ancestors. That is why, as the 
“new” generation, we need to preserve that. Because this culture is a resource 
for Timor. And it gives an identity to Timor. (Manuel, interview, 29.03.2018)

Hence, as we saw on the AMP banner in section 6.2, Naimori does not have photographs 
of his younger and uniformed self to boast with during campaign events. Xanana 
Gusmão and Taur Matan Ruak carefully construct their leadership identity around their 
past heroic sacrifices and suffering. They thereby legitimise their position at the top of 
the historical gerontocracy. They narrate their own lives as interwoven with the birth 
of the nation. Thereby they underscore their precedence when it comes to leading the 
country. Naimori does not challenge their position at the top and remains deferential. 
However, by constructing an image of himself as kultura-gear-wearing and lisan-abiding 
citizen-leader, he creates a national political space in which legitimacy can be granted for 
reasons other than a heroic past in the independence struggle. By focusing on the value 
of lisan, he subtly reminds his constituency that, although the East Timorese state might 
be young, the birth of the East Timorese nation lies tucked away deeper in history than 
the struggle against Indonesia. 

Lisan, which I have shown in chapters 4 and 5 to be so intimately connected to 
customary gerontocracy, here becomes a tool for young people to break open a different 
kind of gerontocracy that excludes them from meaningful political voice: historical 
gerontocracy. I argue, however, that it is exactly the opening up of a space that does not 
prioritise “knowing history” that makes KHUNTO attractive to some young adults of the 
in-between generation who do not see a contradiction between democracy and life-long 
party allegiance. Whether the opening up of this space will allow the KHUNTO to grow 
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further, whether it will allow for other parties to do the same, or whether KHUNTO will 
go into the history books as a curious incident remains to be seen. 

6.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have transposed the idea of precedence from the realm of customary 
leadership into national democratic politics. Acknowledging the centrality of a moment 
of “origin” to the notion of precedence, I have identified the birth of the East Timorese 
nation as the point of origin on which political party precedence is based. I have shown 
that the possibility to narrate one’s own life close to that point of mythic origin creates 
a language of patriotic citizenship and thereby reinforces asymmetric power relations 
between generations in Timor-Leste. Hence, not all citizens are equal. Precedence 
dictates that some have more right to be leaders than others. 

After having explained the notion of precedence as it is used in the scholarship 
of custom in the eastern Indonesian archipelago, I have explored how history, and 
specifically the birth of the nation, becomes central in democratic party politics in Timor-
Leste. I have examined how leaders from the Portuguese generation, such as Xanana 
Gusmão, manage to convert their personal narration of suffering and heroism in the face 
of Indonesian oppression into political currency. Within these narratives of the past there 
are, however, also different gradations. Hence, between leaders from the Portuguese 
generation, those who have a past in the armed front enjoy higher respectability in their 
constituencies than those who were engaged in the diplomatic front. However, within 
parties, even those who were active in the diplomatic front enjoy precedence over those 
who were engaged in the clandestine front as student activists. I have made clear that 
this ranking is not only shaped by the leaders amongst themselves, but that it is deeply 
shaped by how people view these different leaders. This shows that the authority of 
the Portuguese generation is not only generated by their own ability to narrate their 
personal stories close to the birth of the nation, but also by the authorisation of this 
narrative as the most valuable by younger generations. 

The powerful position of leaders from the Portuguese generation both as political 
leaders and as those who define what a worthy East Timorese citizenship entails, 
leads to generational discrepancies within parties and motivates younger people to 
profile themselves as a continuing generation rather than a generation with new ideas 
to bring to the table. I have underscored how disrespecting the order of precedence 
and disrespecting the authority of the leaders of the Portuguese generation would be 
considered not only disrespectful, but even unpatriotic. Hence, through upholding and 
defending this position of power, the Portuguese generation has created a new kind 
of gerontocracy, which I have described as historical gerontocracy. The consequences 
of this gerontocracy are the same as in customary gerontocracy: the older one is, the 
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more respect and authority one is due. The legitimation for this construction is however 
different from customary gerontocracy. Leaders from the old generation present 
themselves as democratically elected leaders who can be contested by democratic 
means. On the other hand, they uphold a narrative in which anyone who is not from their 
generation and who does not have the same experiences and heroic stories to tell, is not 
yet “ripe” for the complicated business of governing.  Hence, leaders from the Portuguese 
generation combine their instrumental power (received by having been voted into office) 
with their epistemic power (of being elderly men in a gerontocratically organised society 
and veterans in a post-conflict nation-state) with what Lubkemann (2008) would call the 
moral capital of having been involved in the birth of the independent nation-state. This 
combination of powers enables them to defend and uphold their position at the top of 
their self-created historical gerontocracy. 

I have, however, also shown how the younger generations (Indonesian and in-
between) co-create this historical gerontocracy by authorising the narrative of the 
Portuguese generation over their own narratives, and by excluding or disqualifying 
each other based on the same principles. A central notion that gives power to historical 
gerontocracy, I have argued, is the notion of an unreciprocable debt of younger 
generations towards those who were willing to sacrifice everything for the independence 
of the nation-state. This contribution to the point of “origin”, to the birth of the nation is, 
in its magnitude, unreciprocable. Hence, younger generations will forever be indebted 
(and thus inferior, a kind of fetosan) towards older generations. I have argued that it is 
this feeling of unreciprocable debt, which leads certain young adults to feel that only 
a life-long and absolute commitment to the Fretilin can in some way do justice to the 
ancestors who were martyred while serving the Fretilin in the struggle for independence. 
Young adults are positioned at the bottom of the hierarchy of suffering and thus forever 
indebted.  Consequently, it is impossible for the in-between generation to change parties 
from within as long as there are still older and more “heroic” generations around. This 
sense of unreciprocable debt and of a hierarchy of suffering, I have argued, legitimates 
historical gerontocracy in the eyes of the different generations. 

I have concluded this chapter by discussing a new player in the field of democratic 
politics that seems to challenge the notion of historical gerontocracy as the sole 
legitimiser for democratic political power. I have analysed the ascendance to power of 
KHUNTO and how that ascendance was related to the wielding of lisan. By combining 
elements of martial arts groups (life-long brotherhood through a blood oath) with 
elements of lisan (swearing on the uma lulik and on sacred nature and thereby inviting 
these entities to enforce that promise), KHUNTO has introduced a narrative of belonging 
and respectability parallel to that of historical gerontocracy. Although KHUNTO does not 
fundamentally challenge the notion of historical gerontocracy, I have argued that it has 
opened up a space in which party membership and leadership are not dependent on 
“knowing history” but rather on having lisan and respecting it. This, I have reasoned, 
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has made KHUNTO attractive to young adults whose age and generation would always 
be deterrents in the historical political parties. It has also opened up a space for lisan 
within citizenship. Where East Timorese citizenship was conjured upon independence 
as primarily related to the notion of self-sacrifice and contribution to independence, 
KHUNTO develops a language of citizenship in which lisan entities define and enforce 
the rules of political belonging. Therefore, political parties also contribute different 
messages to the citizenship palimpsest. Where the historical parties develop a language 
of patriotic citizenship that defines exemplary citizenship as related to one’s role in the 
birth of the nation-state, KHUNTO relates citizenship to respect for and abidance to the 
customs of lisan, and thus brings in a more customary language of citizenship. A message 
that all parties seem to contribute to the citizenship palimpsest, however, is that there is 
such a thing as an order of precedence and that this order is to be respected. In the next 
chapter I will analyse how young party members navigate this notion of precedence, 
their status as non-yet-citizens in relation to patriotic citizenship, and the contradictory 
expectations toward them from within political parties. 
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CHAPTER 7

Being the future
Navigating precedence, politics and unreciprocable debt 

Half-way through my 2017 fieldwork João invited me for dinner at his house. It became 
a tradition over the course of my fieldwork visits that the always-busy João would make 
time for me once during my stay in Timor-Leste. Those evenings were then filled with 
hour-long (and partially taped) discussions on the current political situation, his position 
in the party, his dreams for the future, my research project and our mutual astonishment 
upon seeing the world elect one reactionary populist after the other. On that 2017 April 
evening João hung comfortably back in his plastic chair as his wife cleared away the plates 
of our dinner, leaving only my small black recorder on the table before disappearing. The 
conversation, as so often, turned to the different generations. “The generation of 74-75, 
in my view, were visionaries,” João put forth. “They had a good vision, many visions, 
like Mari, Xanana, they have a vision. The generation of 80-99, they do not really have a 
vision but they have a strategy. Because … I think that comes from the resistance.” João 
explained how the Indonesian generation (80-99) was mostly active in the clandestine 
front, and how that front was characterised by secrecy, mistrust and caution. Hence, the 
members of the Indonesian generation have the tendency to mistrust each other. He 
explained:

That comes from the tradition of the clandestine movement. And then our 
generation, we do not have a character yet …. My generation has to still 
shape itself with values that already exist. What I worry about is that we are 
gathering leadership experience now, in the context of today. We help each 
other, everything is easy to get. We will turn into leaders, but we will not be 
really useful because we do not know how to make a big effort …. That is why 
we have the Juventude Fretilin (Fretilin youth wing).  To start with training … 
training our character and our intellect. (João, interview, 01.04.2017)

João’s view on his own generation is poignant. While he presents the Portuguese 
generation as the visionary generation and the Indonesian generation as the strategic 
(though also suspicious) generation, he considers his own generation to be characterless. 
This is not new. Most young adults I talked to disqualified themselves and their own 
generation by comparing their present engagement to the romanticised view of what 
their seniors had done for the country. I was, however, intrigued by João’s worry that he 
would not become a good leader because the context in which he came of age was “too 
easy”. I had known João for five years by then. I had seen him work harder than anybody 
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else I knew, often juggling multiple paid and voluntary jobs simultaneously. Born to 
illiterate parents who practiced subsistence agriculture in a remote rural suku, having 
grown up wearing worn out clothes from his older siblings, having worked to finance 
his own studies, and having faced all kinds of resistance and scorn for his critical views 
within his party, I never would have considered describing João’s context as being “too 
easy” on him. Nevertheless, João, like many other members of his generation, seemed 
convinced that a leader who does not come of age fighting a guerrilla war, hiding from 
secret police forces, or organising street protests, will not be a real leader at all. 

This chapter is about the conclusion João draws in the face of this perceived 
inferiority towards other generations: that his generation should join youth wings of 
political parties in order to train their character and their intellect. In this chapter I 
explore how young adults navigate their unreciprocable debt and how that shapes the 
content of their (national) citizenship. I will do so by scrutinising the position of young 
adults who move in the arena where history, the narrative of precedence, and the 
heroification of past resistance heroes is most pervasive: political parties. It should be 
noted that young adults who actively engage in political party structures are an exception 
rather than a rule. The interlocutors featuring in this chapter are therefore not to be 
taken as representatives of the in-between generation. Nevertheless, I argue that the 
inter-generational dynamics that play out within political parties are representative of 
inter-generational relationships more broadly. Their pronounced and politicized nature 
magnify them, thereby allowing us to examine dynamics that are present, though less 
intelligible, within other institutions and that shape young adults’ citizenship palimpsest. 

In order to explore how young adults from the in-between generation navigate 
these inter-generational dynamics and their perceived unreciprocable debt, I will start 
by exploring why young adults decide to join political parties at all. To understand the 
generational dynamics at work and the presence of the past within political parties, 
I will then discuss the case of the youth wing of the Fretilin: the Juventude Fretilin. 
After introducing these contextual elements of youth participation in political party 
youth wings I will explore how young adults navigate the historical gerontocracy and 
unreciprocable debt with which they are confronted on a daily basis in political parties. 
Finally, I will discuss how young adults are caught between a past that renders them 
insignificant and a future that is said to rest on their shoulders. Faced with a present 
in which the past is central, young adults, as João pointed out, focus on preparing for a 
future while they wait in the order of precedence. 

7.1 Changing the system from within

When I asked Bernardo whether it would be possible for young people to change the 
Fretilin from within, the sheer ingenuousness – in his eyes – of that question made 
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him burst into laughter. Consequently, many young adults I spoke to felt that there was 
no place for them in political parties or in state affairs. Some declared that engaging 
in a party or working for the state would mean not being allowed to have their own 
opinion anymore. Therefore, they preferred to stay outside of formal politics. My own 
observation confirmed what I was often told: most young people only participate in 
politics during campaign events101. When I went to the PD headquarters in 2015 to look 
for youth active in the party, the administrative staff member whom I startled out of an 
afternoon nap told me to come back during election time, as he was not entirely sure 
how to track the party youth at present. 

However, there was also a group of interlocutors who were not as disenchanted 
with their chances within political parties as Bernardo was. Manuel, for example, was a 
thirty-two-year-old teacher and spokesperson for the KHUNTO youth. When I interviewed 
him in 2018 he told me: “Before I came to political life I was an activist. But I can tell you 
that when we are activists, all our thoughts, our creativity, our critical thinking, they are 
sometimes not really considered …. It is not possible to influence the system. The way to 
take our good thoughts into the system, in order to participate and be able to contribute, 
is to be involved directly in political life. Directly. So with this in mind, I took up a position 
and got involved in a political party” (Manuel, interview, 29.03.2018). 

Hence, Manuel considered that civil society can criticise the system, but cannot 
change it. In order to change the system one has to become part of it. The contrast here 
is illuminating. While young adults who stayed out of politics cited the impossibility of 
change, young adults active in political parties argued that it was the only possibility 
for change. Most of the youth leaders in political parties I spoke to had comprehensive 
civil society experience but had turned to politics out of frustration with civil society’s 
unsatisfactory achievements. Nevertheless, Manuel agreed with Bernardo that it is 
not easy, as a young adult of the in-between generation, to be heard within political 
parties, especially the bigger and more established ones. Therefore, Manuel had chosen 
to engage in one of the newer and smaller political parties. When I asked him why he 
had opted for KHUNTO and not joined one of the bigger parties in his bid to change the 
system from within, he said: 

I did not really think it was interesting to participate in the big parties because 
sometimes there is a gap that is too big. Everybody tells stories about who 
the founder is and who is not. So I, as a young person, feel that it is not the 
time anymore for the Timorese to be divided. It is not the time anymore for 
Timorese only to talk about history …. Now, how did I choose a new party? 
I, as a youth, I wanted to have the full opportunity to express my new ideas 

101  As I was twice in the field during campaign time (2017 and 2018), my data consists of an unusual amount of material on 
democratic party politics. 
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to my people. So the first opportunity it gives me is that I can express myself. 
Secondly, in a new party there is a new environment and we also have to have 
new ideas to get involved in it, and we need more courage as a leader because 
everything is new. (Manuel, interview, 29.03.2018)

What Manuel describes here resonates strongly with the content of the previous 
chapter. He presents the more established parties as places where people are mostly 
busy bickering over who is the founder of the nation and only talking about history. 
The strong focus on the past, thus, makes political parties contentious places for young 
people who have little personal relationship to the past. Hence, Manuel presents this 
exaggerated focus on history as the element that leads him to choose another party. In 
a new party Manuel feels he can express himself and be heard. The fact that everything 
is new in a new party also makes it easier for new arrivals to the political scene to be 
included. Hence, Manuel opted to go into the system, accepting possible limitations 
and hoping to be able to have more influence. However, in doing so he chose to join 
a smaller and new party for exactly the same reasons that withhold other people from 
going into political parties at all: the feeling of not being able to express oneself in the 
more settled parties such as the Fretilin and the CNRT. One youth leader of the PD told 
me in an interview that “in the Fretilin and the CNRT one receives instructions. If you go 
to a meeting you don’t talk, you do like this,” nodding his head, “and like this (nod), ok 
(nod), yes (nod), we will do so”. He went on to say that in the PD: “the differences are just 
not so big. We sit together with the president. If something is wrong, we criticise it. We 
do not just sit there to listen and receive instructions” (Samuel, interview, 04.04.2017). 

The accessibility of people on higher ranks within the party was often stressed 
as an important argument by interlocutors who explained to me why they chose to 
engage in a smaller party. Various PD youth stressed that they had a good and personal 
relationship with the party’s president and that he would listen to them when they had 
ideas or feedback. Whereas many interlocutors often idealized their leaders, turning 
them into inaccessible and irreplaceable heroes, the accessibility of those leaders 
seemed nonetheless to be important for their feeling of integration into their political 
party. 

There were, however, also interlocutors who chose to affiliate themselves with a 
bigger party, specifically because it was a bigger party. Here, interlocutors considered 
that an affiliation with the Fretilin and the CNRT would give them a powerful platform 
to speak from. When I met Nikolau in 2012 he was trying to set up a youth organisation 
under the auspices of the Fretilin. This surprised me because most youth I had met who 
were organising themselves in youth groups went out of their ways to assure me that 
they were a “white” organisation or an “independent” organisation, without political 
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affiliation102. Hence, while interviewing Nikolau I asked him what he considered to be the 
added value of organising under the banner of a big political party. “That is an interesting 
question,” Nikolau mused. 

I have experience in organisations. I started in student organisations and since 
then I participated in many (civil society) organisations. So why did I choose 
to organise under Fretilin? It is (based on) a political analysis. Because the 
only strength that allows us to cover the whole country is politics. That is the 
reality in countries like ours, in post-conflict countries. Because we need to 
influence people mostly through the legitimacy that we have. Imagine, if I go 
and tell people from the Indonesian or Portuguese generations, if I tell them 
what we should do, will they listen to me? …. They won’t, because I have no 
power. That is why we use the power that already exists in the political party. 
That is one of our assets. (Nikolau, interview, 22.11.2012)

Nikolau did not refer here explicitly to whether he felt heard or not within the Fretilin, 
though in chapter 3 he did narrate how he was often told that “a little child should not 
boss around or talk a lot” within the party. Hence, for Nikolau it seemed more important 
to be heard outside of the party than within it. He accepted being considered a little 
child within the party because the weight and the (post-conflict) legitimacy of the party 
gave him a standing outside of the party that would convince people to listen to him. 
Just like Pai Donato distinguished between himself as an individual and himself as a xefe 
suku, Nikolau also seems to distinguish here between himself as a powerless youth not 
worth listening to and a member of an important party who thus must have something 
important to say. Hence, Nikolau felt that if he managed to say things as a Fretilin affiliate, 
people would give more value to his thoughts than if they were perceived to be coming 
from a civil society perspective. The affiliation with a powerful political party can thus 
endow a young adult with a legitimacy he would otherwise not have. Political history is 
thus co-opted and put to use by a generation that does not have its own history to boast 
about. 

There are thus young adults who very consciously decide to join a political party in 
order to contribute to the development of the nation-state and/or to change the system 
from within. Some of them join the bigger parties, either because they feel they belong 
to that party or because they feel that that party gives them a powerful platform to 
speak from. Others join the smaller parties hoping for a faster ascendance through the 
party hierarchy or because they expect more possibilities to shape politics within small 
parties. What is interesting is that, although they choose different trajectories and party 

102  It should be considered that the concept of being “political” was, in the wake of the politicised 2006 crisis, often 
considered rather negatively. This aversion gradually weakened over the course of my fieldwork visits. 
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sizes, what seems to unite young adults’ decisions to join a political party is the wish to 
be heard and seen.  Young adults who wish to be heard and seen within the party choose 
smaller and newer parties, while young adults who wish to be heard and seen in society 
choose bigger political parties as a legitimating platform to speak from. 

The young adults who engage in political parties are organised in various formats 
depending on the party size and standing. The CNRT, the Fretilin, and the PD have very 
well organized and structured youth wings. In the run-up to election campaign periods, 
youth wings (just like the party itself) organise “consolidation” events in which the 
national (youth) leadership travels to the far off districts in order to install the local 
(youth) leadership cadres at the level of the aldeia, the suku, and the sub-district. These 
local youth leaders are then expected to organise the youth in their villages when there 
are campaign events, but also to recruit new members and to provide information up 
the chain of representation. In smaller parties, youth structures are often more informal 
and less structured. The PLP had, in 2018, a number of self-organised youth groups that 
had affiliated themselves with the party103. Although KHUNTO also did not seem to have 
one clear youth wing, they did have youth structures and spokespersons for the youth 
such as Manuel.

The function of a political party youth wing was often presented to me as dyadic. 
On the one hand, the youth wings are expected to provide the masses for election rallies 
and also to contribute to the recruitment of new party members and voters. On the 
other hand, party youth wings are considered spaces in which the future members and 
leaders of the party can learn about politics and be trained as party cadres. Nikolau 
clearly expressed this double purpose of political party youth wings when I asked him, in 
2012, why it is important for a party to have a youth wing: 

There are two interests: first, in the short term, to accommodate the masses 
in the party. And the second is a bigger intention, namely, to start building a 
citizenship character. Because our analysis is that the youth of today is in a 
fragmented situation. The youth of now are not the same as the youth of the 
past because now there is globalisation, modernisation, they are not active …. 
Imagine, in 1975 Ramos-Horta was twenty-six years old, Mari Alkatiri was 
also twenty-six years old, but they could already be minister, they already 
had the dream to found Timor-Leste! Tomorrow you can walk around and 
meet someone who is twenty-six, twenty-seven or twenty-eight, and they will 
not think of their nation but only about what they will be doing tomorrow. 
(Nikolau, interview, 22.11.2012)  

103  I expect these self-organised youth groups to merge and develop into a structured party youth wing as the PLP establishes 
itself as a major party in the coming years. 
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Thus, for Nikolau (and for many other interlocutors) the purpose of the youth wing is 
a double one: the young people contribute to the success of the party by gathering 
the masses and providing votes, and in return they are offered a place to learn about 
politics and to train for future political careers. What is interesting about Nikolau’s 
explanation here is the ever-present comparison between the youth of the past and the 
youth of the present. In this comparison the young adult of the present idealises the 
youth of the past as heroic, capable, and self-sacrificing. He contrasts that with his own 
generation which he presents as corrupted by globalisation and modernisation, passive, 
purposeless and short-sighted. It is interesting that Nikolau does not reflect in any way 
on the role played by older generations in this equation. He does not reflect that when 
Mari Alkatiri and Ramos-Horta were twenty-six, there were no hero veterans occupying 
the position of minister. As twenty-six-year olds, Mari Alkatiri and Ramos-Horta were 
not told that they were not able yet and that there were older people who had more 
precedence to occupy positions of democratic political power. However, Nikolau was 
never taught to analyse the situation like that. He was only taught to worship the 
heroes of the past and to consider himself and his own generation as less valuable, as 
also expressed by João at the opening of this chapter.  It was this disenchanted view of 
his own generation, in combination with the idealisation of the previous generations, 
however, that motivated Nikolau to sacrifice his time in order to educate and politicise 
the youth around him, or as he would call it, to “start building a citizenship character”. 
What Nikolau shows us here, however, is that also the spaces reserved for the young 
party members are beset with the shadow of history and the omnipresent comparison 
between and ranking of the different generations. The Fretilin, as a historical party, 
provides the very best example for this reality. Therefore, I will briefly discuss the case 
study of the creation of the Fretilin youth wing (Juventude Fretilin) and how the shadow 
of history hung over it. 

7.2 The shadows of history

The Juventude Fretilin was set up in 2016 as the official youth wing for the Fretilin. Ana 
proudly announced that the Juventude Fretilin had more than 60,000 members on 
the day it was founded and that this mass of people provided the Juventude Fretilin 
with more negotiating power within the party than they had anticipated. However, the 
process of becoming of the Juventude Fretilin was long and not free of conflicts. Nikolau, 
a young man and UNTL graduate, was closely involved in the process and over the years 
of our acquaintance he regularly updated me about the process. 

During the two and a half decades of Indonesian occupation there were various 
youth resistance groups that were affiliated with the Fretilin. Examples are the OPJT 
(Popular Organisation of Timorese Youth), OJETIL (Organisation of East Timorese Youth 
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and Students), Fitun (Always United Front of Timor), and OPJLATIL (Popular Organisation 
of Timorese Youth Lorikeet Warriors). Nikolau told me that the OPJT was the first youth 
group to exist under the Fretilin but it was annihilated in the early days of the Indonesian 
occupation. After the disappearance of the OPJT, other youth groups sprouted up and 
affiliated themselves with the Fretilin. Hence, upon independence, when the Fretilin 
became a political party in the new nation-state, there were four of these resistance 
era youth organisations that, according to Nikolau, were still affiliated with the Fretilin: 
OJETIL, Fitun, Asuwain Lemorai and OPJLATIL. These organisations, however, were 
mainly focussed on their own contribution to independence and refused to cooperate 
or to merge into one organisation, afraid to lose their identity. Nikolau stated that the 
former youth activists, who were now no longer young, still dominated those “youth” 
organisations and that they had in no way rejuvenated. Helena had also surprised me 
in 2015 when she told me that she was fed up with participating in one of the Fretilin 
youth groups because everybody else was so old and they would not let her take any 
initiative. In 2012 Nikolau was part of a group of (former) student activists (from both 
the Indonesian and the in-between generation) that had started to work on plans to 
revive the OPJT and to install it as a kind of umbrella organisation for all the youth groups 
affiliated with the Fretilin. The other organisations of former resistance youth, however, 
were strongly against it because, as Nikolau put it, they were afraid that the young 
people would become more powerful in the party than they were themselves. 

In the face of the fierce resistance against their proposal to revive the OPJT, even 
from among higher echelons of the party, the OPJT initiative group handed over their 
proposal to the party leadership and awaited the leadership’s response, rather than 
pushing for it. When I talked to Nikolau in 2015 he told me that the party was considering 
their proposal and was not entirely unconvinced. They were, however, sceptical about 
using the name of the OPJT for a Fretilin youth wing. Nikolau acknowledged that the use 
of the OPJT name was not entirely unproblematic as there were still some members of 
the past OPJT who demanded a prominent position. Young members, on the other hand, 
did not really identify with the organisation. 

For example, if I set up the OPJT, if the two of us set up the OPJT. [Imagine] 
we were there throughout the whole process, we worked in the OPJT, we 
suffered in the OPJT … so then we feel like the OPJT belongs to us. And 
because that happened, the old people they feel like it is theirs. They think 
about the past, about what they did together. And the youth, they feel this 
is only about history, that this is about what happened in the past. So for the 
youth to feel ownership of it is still hard. So that is why we have to set up an 
organisation where youth feel they belong to it, in which they play a role … 
[In all the other groups], the generation who set them up, they are still around. 
So they have the spirit of the past, it is all a bit nostalgic. And then the youth 
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feel it belongs to the old people and that they themselves are just following. 
(Nikolau, interview, (02.10.2015)

Hence, by taking up a name from a past organisation, Nikolau and his colleagues did 
not manage to free themselves from the nostalgic shadow of the past and from elderly 
men who felt the organisation belonged to them rather than to the youth looking for a 
place within the party. It is, however, also important to reflect upon the position of the 
Indonesian generation. A university teacher of the Indonesian generation told me how 
he had tabled a motion to actively rejuvenate a “youth” organisation he was part of. 
The motion was crushingly rejected because, as he told me, his colleagues felt that as 
long as the Portuguese generation would not make place for them, they would not be 
making place for the in-between generation. This discourse is not entirely unsurprising. 
Feeling neglected upon Independence, the Indonesian generation itself feared 
becoming an in-between generation and falling between the cracks, forgotten. Hence, 
they developed their own narrative of the birth of the nation and negotiated a place in 
the order of precedence that is now guarded with zeal. This self-defence, however, was 
not constructive to the relations between the Indonesian generation and the in-between 
generation. Interlocutors often voiced a strong sense of abandonment by the Indonesian 
generation and their view of the Indonesian generation was more negative than their 
view of the Portuguese generation. 

Due to the difficulties connected to the name OPJT, in 2016 there was a conference 
in which the invited Fretilin youth delegates (all between seventeen and twenty-five 
years old) who represented the entire territory were asked to vote for the name of a 
new Fretilin youth wing. They could choose between OPJT and Juventude Fretilin. A 
clear majority preferred Juventude Fretilin. Although he would have preferred to call the 
youth wing OPJT, Nikolau accepted the vote and recognised the value of the new name. 
He realised that, contrary to the lack of ownership young people felt in the historic youth 
groups, they could identify with the name of Fretilin Youth because they were young 
and they were Fretilin. He acknowledged that it was thus easier for young people in the 
Fretilin to feel and develop belonging towards this new youth wing with its new and 
non-historical name.   

What this brief case study shows is how pervasive the shadow of history is in 
political parties. While in the previous chapter I showed that history plays a central role 
in party leadership and its precedence, the story narrated by Nikolau over the years 
illustrates that history seeps into every level and aspect of political parties. There are 
different elements that I find interesting and revealing about the case of the Juventude 
Fretilin. Firstly, I find it interesting that young adults from the in-between generation 
look for a historical name for their party youth wing. This shows, I argue, not only the 
romantic imagination this generation has of the past youth activists, but also the urge 
the in-between generation feels to pick up at the point where their ancestors became 
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stranded, and to continue with a struggle they were never really part of. Just as Nikolau 
decided to join the Fretilin to tap into the legitimacy the party conveys to its members, 
the OPJT initiative group might have hoped that the heroic and martyred name would 
endow them with special consideration. Secondly, the landscape of Fretilin youth groups 
reminds us that “youth” has an everchanging indexicality and that many East Timorese 
adults still identify as “youth” because that was the denomination with which they were 
eternalised in the history books and in the Constitution (Wallis 2013) around the turn of 
the century. Here again, I argue, precedence plays a role. As long as the leaders of the 
Portuguese generation continue to occupy the position of party leaders, the Indonesian 
generation is “stuck” in the role of youth activists until the positions of highest leadership 
are vacated. As long as the Indonesian generation is stuck in the role of youth, the young 
adults of the in-between generation are stuck in the role of children for whom there is 
no place in party politics. Hence, the political landscape seems frozen in the status quo at 
the time of the referendum in 1999. Although there is undeniably some movement, there 
is also undeniably a certain extent of stagnation as long as the leaders of the Portuguese 
generation do not vacate their positions of leadership. Thirdly, it shows how there are 
continuous generational power struggles, all connected to the fear of being forgotten 
or the wish to turn past engagement into present political currency and power. And 
finally, the story of the Juventude Fretilin shows that young adults from the in-between 
generation who want to actively engage in a political party must carefully navigate the 
expectations and sensibilities of older and more powerful generations within the party. 
It is to that navigation that I now turn. 

 

7.3 Navigating unreciprocable debt

On a late afternoon in April of 2017 I arrived at the headquarters of the Fretilin to find that 
I was the first. I was to meet with a few members of the Juventude Fretilin for a second 
focus group discussion. Finding none of them had yet arrived I sat on the patio and let my 
eyes wander over the white, yellow, red and black building – the colours of the Fretilin 
and, not surprisingly, of Timor-Leste itself. Marcelino was the second one to arrive. He 
had not been at the first focus group discussion and hence he introduced himself. He 
was a Fretilin suku youth organiser and representative at one of Dili’s eastern sukus. As 
I asked him what that role entailed, I unlocked a barrage of frustration. Marcelino was 
very unsatisfied because the leadership was not passing down any concrete programs 
to him that he could implement in his community. The youth in his suku were getting 
frustrated with the Fretilin because it was not offering them anything. They were either 
turning to other parties who offered them money for their votes, or they were abusing 
Marcelino verbally and physically, because to them he was the face of the Fretilin and 
hence they channelled their anger towards the party through him. The (youth) leaders, 
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Marcelino fumed, sit comfortably in the headquarters and do not really know what the 
reality is on the ground. It is the small party representatives like him who get all the 
people’s frustration in the face of the party’s negligent attitude. When I asked him why 
he would not just set up a program for the youth of the suku himself, he countered 
that that was not possible. He informed me that he worked in a hierarchical system 
and that he had to await orders. If he would start taking his own initiative he might do 
something that the leadership would not agree with, and then he could be staining the 
good reputation of the Fretilin with his unauthorised action. 

Marcelino’s dilemma is, in my view, exemplary for the position of young adults 
in political parties and of great importance when trying to analyse their participation 
in them. Young adults navigate a field in which too little action earns them the fame of 
being lazy and spoiled, while too much action and proactive deeds would be met with 
the reprimands and scorn from older generations. Just like at the suku level, young adults 
thus have to find ways to engage and be active without, however, kicking the moral 
guards of gerontocracy. They have to find ways to make up for their unreciprocable debt 
without, however, taking the stage of any older party member. A young woman active in 
the Fretilin, for example, told me one day how she had learned, over the years, at which 
moments she could and could not be critical of other party leaders. When, for example, 
Fretilin leaders were fuming about Xanana Gusmão she could join in and express her 
own frustrations about the big CNRT leader. However, if she would dare to do so on a 
day when the leaders were not doing so, she would be told off. She would be told that 
Xanana was a brother of the resistance and that she, little insignificant child she was, had 
no business or right to say anything negative about him. The careful navigation of their 
unreciprocable debt towards older generations and of the contradictory expectations 
towards them, the balancing act between being deferent and proactive, and the tiptoeing 
around inflated egos, I argue, is central to what young citizens do within political parties. 
This navigation then takes place in an environment that is constantly swaying between 
political approximations and severe antagonism among parties and their leaders. I here 
want to discuss three interrelated techniques that young adults of the in-between 
generation apply in their navigation of this complex terrain: (1) downplaying political 
ambitions, (2) not measuring their fatigue, and (3) not demanding anything from the 
party. 

Marcelino’s frustration had been partially directed at Nikolau, who occupied 
a position of leadership within the Juventude Fretilin. When I told Nikolau about my 
conversation with Marcelino he himself expressed frustration, telling me that local youth 
representatives only take up those positions out of ambition and not because they have 
any own ideas or motivation to really work for the youth of their suku. For a young adult 
in Timor-Leste, to be called ambitious amounts to an insult. Ambition, and especially 
political ambition, is looked down upon as petty. Political ambition is contrasted to the 
(imagined) self-sacrificing attitude of the resistance youth who fought and sacrificed 
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themselves without thinking of what they would get out of it personally. Youth who are 
active in political parties are often the first ones to be accused of ambition, even by fellow 
party youth as the case of Nikolau and Marcelino showed. Hence, the first technique 
of navigation among party youth is to downplay political ambitions and to employ a 
narrative of sacrifice and servility. Speaking to party youth in both interviews and focus 
group discussions, I always asked my interlocutors whether they wanted to become 
a politician in the future. The answers to that question were often perfect examples 
of the downplaying of political ambition. One participant in the KHUNTO focus group 
discussion for example said that: “Once I have learned things and I am mature, I can 
also make development happen and contribute to this nation. So whatever position or 
portfolio people will think that I can do, that I can implement, anything that contributes 
to the development of this nation, whatever it will be, I will be ready to do it” (FGD 
KHUNTO 25.04.2018). A participant in the Fretilin focus group discussion did so even 
more explicitly. He replied: “We from the Juventude Fretilin do not have the interest to 
say ‘I go into the Fretilin to be able to go and take that position’. We are not like that. 
… There is no personal ambition in this. That is the most important. We do not have 
personal expectations about where we will get to” (FGD Fretilin, 23.04.2017).

Most interlocutors underscored that their political future was not in their own 
hands. It was either up to “the people” who would, or would not, vote for them, or it 
would be up to the leaders and what those leaders needed them for. Young adults thus 
presented themselves as serving both their leaders and their people. Party youth who 
occupied positions that were considered too high for their age, always presented that 
position as something they had been forced or asked to do, never as something they 
had wished for themselves. João, for example, often told me that he saw his position in 
the party and the long working hours resulting from it as his sacrifice for the country and 
its people. The same was the case for Ana who was “forced” by the Fretilin leadership 
to take a position within the party much higher than she thought she deserved. Her 
apprehension about this position sprang mostly from the strong backlash she was 
exposed to and the accusations of political ambition. Telling me about the backlash she 
admitted:

“I am afraid! I asked to be taken off [the position] but … politics is not easy 
mana!”

“I believe you.”

“Politics is not easy. Firstly, you have to face your own family, your own political 
family. Some people will like you, some people will not. From those who do 
not like you, seventy percent will try to make you fall. Even within the party.”
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She told me how people from within the Fretilin, even old mentors who felt overtaken 
by their young pupil, had been spreading fake gossip about her parents being CNRT 
supporters and had been asking how such a small child managed to be placed so high in 
the party, implying cheating from her side. I asked her what motivated her to continue in 
the face of all the backlash. “The people,” she answered. “I believe that there are more 
people who need me than there are people who do not like me. So the moment I took 
up the pen to sign my name (and accept the position), I was seeing the poor people in 
front of me, the young people, the women. That is what made me have the courage” 
(Ana, interview, 28.03.2018). 

Hence, Ana presented her high position as something she was forced to do 
and as something she had reluctantly accepted only because, by doing so, she could 
contribute to a better life for the poor, the youth, and the women. Hence, although 
young people are expected to work hard within the parties and when they do, are even 
at times recognised by the leaders and given positions of power, they are expected to 
do so and to accept those positions humbly and without ambition. The downplaying of 
ambition and the humble acceptance of whatever the party leadership asks the young 
adult to do allows party members from the in-between generation to get ahead in the 
party without losing their deferential stance towards older party members, and hence 
without disrupting historical gerontocracy. When youth leadership is presented as a 
sacrifice, it fits in the discourse of repaying the unreciprocable debt they have towards 
their leaders and party ancestors. It also mirrors the language of patriotic citizenship 
that teaches young adults that to reach full citizenship they must sacrifice themselves 
for the nation-state. How to draw attention to this sacrifice however, is again a balancing 
act. It should be just enough to show one’s awareness of one’s unreciprocable debt. 
However, too much of it might lead to the accusation that the young party member is 
“measuring her fatigue”. This is then again contrasted to the heroic and romanticised 
resistance youth who never measured their fatigue and their sacrifices for the country. 
Hence, the second method of navigating generational party dynamics is not to measure 
one’s fatigue.

I interviewed Isabel, a thirty-year old woman who was very active in the PD, on the 
veranda of her house while the evening fell around us. Her party colleague Abel – who 
had brought me to Isabel’s house in the outskirts of Dili with his motorbike – chatted to 
Isabel’s husband on the other end of the veranda. I asked her to reflect on what she had 
given to the party and what the party had given her. 

“What do I do for the party,” Isabel pondered in her deep calm voice, “I offer my 
time …. I give my thoughts, I give my time, sometimes I even take out my own 
money. Sometimes, for some projects, I pay my own fuel [for the motorbike] in 
order to travel. That is what I give to the party. All my thoughts, my dedication 
and time, my … how do you call that?” She searched a word for a while and, 
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giving up, continued: “Whatever I feel I can give to the party, I give it. What 
does the party give to me?” While she gathered her thoughts, a smile lit up her 
round face. Then she continued: “The party gives me experience, it makes me 
feel … When I got into the organisation, I felt like I was empowered within this 
group. I feel that the party has also given me trust through the people [who 
voted for me] in the congress. What did the party give me? That I will reach my 
dream. That is what the party gives me. But it gives me a lot of work too. And 
…” her face darkened again, “the party gave me an accident.”

“An accident?”

“Yes, an accident. Yesterday it was exactly one year ago that a big accident 
happened. I went to a consolidation event of the party and on the way back I 
broke my arm. That is what the party gave me.” (Isabel, interview, 24.04.2017)

Later, after the tape recorder was switched off and Isabel had served sweet Timorese 
coffee, Isabel recounted how they had been travelling in a convoy at a high speed through 
the night. The exhausted driver had lost control over the vehicle, sending the pickup 
flying into the abyss. Her friend in the front seat died. Isabel could still not lift her arm 
over her head a year after the accident. And she could not travel in a convoy after this 
traumatic experience. The silence that fell on the veranda when she concluded her story 
lingered for a while, as we both let the gruesome images of the accident dissipate in the 
space between us. It finally dissolved when Isabel stated that she should not “measure 
her fatigue” for the party.

Isabel was not the only one stating that she should not measure her fatigue (la bele 
sura kolen) when discussing her engagement in a political party. The implicit assumption 
that underlies this statement is that the resistance heroes who fought against Indonesia 
also did not measure or count their sacrifices for the country. Just as Nikolau contrasted 
today’s twenty-six-year olds with the Ramos-Horta and the Mari Alkatiri of 1975, the 
sacrifices of today’s young adults are always measured against the hardships suffered 
by the generation that liberated the country. In the face of these romanticised and 
concentrated feats of self-sacrificing patriotism, Isabel’s trauma is presented by herself 
as just a faded echo of what her ancestors went through to grant her the freedom she 
enjoys today. Hence, as she is unreciprocably indebted towards them, she will not allow 
herself to dwell on her own suffering for too long by telling herself it is not a sacrifice 
worth measuring.  Having been on the brink of death in present day Timor-Leste, for 
Isabel, has a different value than having been so during occupation. Thus, although 
it is important for young adults to tell stories of their own sacrifice in order to assure 
people of their value as potential future leaders of the people, they should avoid being 
perceived as individuals who are measuring their own suffering. Because the suffering 
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of the in-between generation should not only not be counted, even if counted it would 
look bleak when compared to the suffering of previous generations. 

This feeling of inferiority is also connected to the third and final method of 
navigation that I will discuss here, which is not to demand too much from the party. 
This formulation came up often when I asked young adults in political party youth wings 
the dual question of what they gave to the party and what the party gave to them. One 
young man who participated in the focus group discussion at the Fretilin headquarters 
gave an exemplary answer: “For me, as a youth who dedicates himself to the party, I do 
not ask a lot. It is like a contribution that we can give as good citizens, as a youth, in order 
to do our part. Because the Fretilin is not a normal party. It is a party that comes with its 
own history. That is why, as a youth who has a good vision, I want to give my contribution 
and not measure my fatigue” (FGD Fretilin, 25.04.2017). 

The historic Fretilin is here presented as a special party in which one’s debt is 
particularly acute. In this party one should thus not ask much or measure one’s fatigue. 
However, in a focus group discussion at the CNRT headquarters in Dili, another young 
man’s discourse was very identical: “All the time I have, I give it to the party. Through 
what? Organising and mobilising the youth who have not yet chosen a party. We dedicate 
our will and our time to mobilise them. The other thing is that we consolidate the vision 
and the mission of the party and the leadership for those who do not really know the 
party well yet. And then we also organise the activities that the party wants. I think these 
things are important when it comes to contributing to the party.” After summing up this 
extensive list of what he did for the party, he turned to the second question – what the 
party gave him – to which his answer was considerably shorter: “I think that as a youth, 
who is still unripe (sei nurak), I do not demand a lot from the party. But what makes us 
happy is that it gives us a lot of opportunities to learn. And with this we think that, with 
the opportunities that will come up, one day we will become good leaders (FGD CNRT, 
25.04.2017).

Young adults thus consider that they should contribute to the work of the party 
in order to do “their part” as citizens, however they would not want to ask too much 
from the party in return because they are still young and they should definitely not 
measure their fatigue because the debt towards their hero ancestors and predecessors 
is unreciprocable. What young adults do feel that they can ask from the party is for it to 
be a space in which they can learn and prepare themselves to become good leaders in 
the future. 

What we therefore see is that young adults’ navigation of this complex political and 
generational power field is characterised by a combination of active engagement and the 
downplaying of that engagement. To avoid being stigmatised as lazy, party youth work 
actively in the recruitment of new party members, the organisation of campaign events, 
and the availability of party representatives until the level of the aldeia. However, in order 
to avoid being accused of ambition or of moving above their rightful level, young adults 
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downplay their engagement and reproduce a narrative of unreciprocable debt towards 
their predecessors. By doing so they uphold historical gerontocracy and the image of 
themselves as not-yet-citizens who always move on a level beneath older fellow party 
members. By doing so they also reproduce the language of patriotic citizenship which 
is created by older generations within political parties. In this language of citizenship, 
young adults will always be not-yet-citizens until they have shown their willingness to 
sacrifice their lives for the nation-state. By romanticising their leaders and by emphasising 
their own not-yet-citizenship, young adults thus reinforce the generational boundaries 
between them and their seniors. However, by making themselves small, they reproduce 
themselves as “just children” who are there to learn and who are a challenger or rival 
to no one. By doing so they also manage to create a room for themselves in which they 
can act while limiting (though not entirely avoiding) opposition. An important part of 
the position that young people carve out for themselves is thus secured by stressing 
the need of young people to learn, and of parties to start training their future political 
cadres. 

  

7.4 Preparing for being the future

As João underscored at the beginning of this chapter, young people see political parties 
as a space for learning and forming their “character and intellect” rather than as a place 
for meaningful participation. This is, of course, not entirely surprising. Youth wings of 
political parties are often thought of as recruitment bases (Rainsford 2018, 748). Also 
the marginalisation of young people in political parties is by no means unique (see 
Rainsford 2018; Sloam 2007). Young people are seen as “not yet ready” the world over. 
Therefore, much of the literature of youth citizenship in general addresses the issue of 
youth as “not-yet-citizens” or “citizens-in-the-making” (Gifford, Mycock, and Murakami 
2014; Hart 2009; Lister et al 2003; McDonald et al 2014). However, although that body 
of literature often refers to teenaged youth who have not yet achieved “citizenship” age 
(for example voting age), it must be noted that all the young adults I spoke to were well 
over the voting age of seventeen and thus officially recognised as citizens with the full 
right to participate (ten Brinke 2018). Hence, the pattern of young adults’ marginalisation 
from political decision-making in Timor-Leste is not unique. What makes the case of 
Timor-Leste interesting however is that party youth are considered “youth” well into 
their twenties and thirties. Hence, their exclusion is based on more than their young 
age and lack of experience alone. Listening to one young adult after the other describe 
their place and role in political parties over the course of various fieldwork visits and in 
all kinds of conversations, interviews and focus groups discussions, a pattern began to 
emerge which made me realise that it is not only about young not-yet-citizens learning 
and preparing for later. There is more to it − it is a question of precedence. 
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While talking to KHUNTO youth in the backyard of Armando’s house on a rainy 
afternoon in April 2018, one of the participants stated: “Whether we want it or not, [the 
leaders] tell us: ‘Once our time comes we will hand over to you. But we are still alive so it 
is still the time for us to be in power’. Because [the leaders] are the ones who know about 
the mission that they brought out of the forest104 …. So with their sacrifice, with which 
they wanted to defend this country … until today … after the country is independent, 
they say, ‘We still have the capacity (kbiit) to continue to govern, even though you from 
the “new” generation are very smart’ ….” (FGD, KHUNTO, 25.04.2018, emphasis mine).

There are many relevant elements to unpack here. Firstly, as I have emphasised in 
the quote, the reason for the old generation to still be in power is the fact that they are 
still alive. Politics and leadership are thus not a job or a career, they are a life assignment. 
This is underscored by the political mandate being presented as a kind of sacred mission 
that former resistance heroes brought with them when they “descended”, victorious, 
from the forest in which they had fought against the Indonesian occupation. This forest 
and the mission that was supposedly agreed upon within it and that was brought “out” 
of it, acquires something mythical, something that “those who were not there”, at the 
“point of origin”, cannot know, are not part of, and will never fully comprehend. It is 
notable that a considerable number of leaders in power today were never “in the forest”, 
a fact which is completely silenced in this discourse. This results, according to Wallis 
(2013), from the selective group of people who wrote the Constitution and thereby 
shaped how the narrative of national liberation is presented according to their own 
status and experiences. The inclusion of this selective narrative of national liberation into 
the definition of Timoreseness, according to Wallis (2013) leads to problematic dynamics 
of exclusion and discrimination. Finally, the fact that the in-between generation is 
considerably higher educated than the generations above them – one of the few points 
of advantage young adults have over their seniors – is here brushed aside as completely 
irrelevant as long as those who descended from the forest still have the (self-assigned) 
capacity or the stamina to do the business of governing. Hence, differently than what 
Phillips (2010) describes for the case of Tanzania, young and highly educated people 
cannot have positions of power today, not because they would not be technically able, 
and not because they do not have the education necessary to do the job, but simply 
because there are still people around who have more right to those positions than 
the younger ones do. Political leadership is not just a matter of ability, it is a matter of 
precedence.

Thus, young adults are not-yet-citizens not because they are underage but because 
“full” citizenship is something that is, at least in its current definition, unattainable to 
them. As long as there are older generations who have more right to occupy positions 

104  The forest (ai laran) is metonymical for the resistance movement that had its bases in the vastly impenetrable mountain 
forests in remote rural areas. 
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of power and who can rely on personal stories of the birth of the nation, young adults 
will never be considered full citizens. Although they are formally citizens of the East 
Timorese nation-state, citizenship is much more than that formal relationship between 
a state and its citizens. Although a thirty-year-old citizen has the formal right to run for 
political office (except the presidency) and participate in political life, there are many 
more elements of her position in society that define whether she will be substantively 
able to do so. Citizenship is thus, deeply relational. It will be very interesting to observe 
how these dynamics change over the coming decades when the number of citizens who 
can personally narrate the birth of the nation will dwindle. But until then, the in-between 
generation is caught in the dilemma of not having full substantial citizenship on the one 
hand, and being reminded at every turn that the future of the nation-state rests on their 
shoulders and that they have big shoes to fill. 

I argue that in order to navigate these contradictory demands imposed on them, 
young adults from the in-between generation focus the content of their citizenship on 
being diligent learners. By presenting older generations as teachers, they do not challenge 
the established gerontocracy and system of precedence. Concomitantly, they create an 
image of themselves as actively engaged. Where the engagement of the Portuguese 
and Indonesian generations is built around the past, the engagement of the in-between 
generation is built around the (preparation for the) future. While respecting the order of 
precedence, young citizens invest their “waiting” time in learning, in order to be ready 
for whenever they are up next. This was clearly formulated by one of the participants of 
the focus group discussion with PLP youth at the regional PLP headquarters in Dili: 

What do young people have to prepare? Young people have to learn from 
education, from courses. You have to speak English well, Portuguese well, 
because that is like a resource, so that when the moment comes when people 
give you their trust, you are ready, you are ready to go ….  [The political 
parties] have to train [their] political cadres, so that they will be prepared to 
step in for the people … so that we can say, if maybe one leader’s destiny has 
arrived, that leader can say: my replacement is already here, and s/he is ready 
to replace me. That is why we as youth prepare ourselves. As youth we start 
preparing ourselves now, so that in the future, when people give us the trust 
we can say, “This is who I am and I am ready for whatever position.” (FGD, PLP 
23.03.2018, emphasis mine) 

Here again, it is only when one leader’s destiny comes, that is, when one’s leader passes 
away, that a replacement will be necessary. Until that point the position will be taken 
and all the “heirs to the throne” can do is to sit neatly in line, in order of precedence, 
and to make sure that when the moment of inheritance comes, they will be prepared 
to take up the business of governing. Thus, young adults presented their role in political 
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parties as having two parts: to provide voting masses for the party; and to learn and 
prepare themselves for the future. While the provision of voting masses is only relevant 
around election periods, it is the learning and preparing for later that assumes a more 
prominent position in the minds of young party members. I thus often heard from young 
adults that they were in a learning phase (ten Brinke 2018). This was also why, according 
to Lúcio in the Fretilin focus group discussion, it is at times still hard for people to take 
the Juventude Fretilin seriously: “The Juventude Fretilin has just been set up, so many 
times when we go somewhere the people do not know us yet. So they see us standing 
around and they say: ‘Oh, they are just youth’. And we ourselves also do not have so 
much experience yet, so people do not know us yet, and do not trust us one hundred 
percent because we are … in a learning phase. We still have a lot to learn. So what the 
leaders trust us with [at this moment] is learning, not leadership itself” (FGD Fretilin, 
23.04.2017).

This is a revealing comment. Lúcio puts it very succinctly here that young people 
are not trusted with leadership in itself, they are however trusted with learning 
about leadership. The learning aspect of young people’s roles in political parties 
was often brought up when I asked focus group discussion participants to position 
themselves according to whether they agreed or disagreed with the statement “only 
the old generation knows how to govern the nation”. The exemplary motivation for his 
positioning on the “agree” side of the room by one of the CNRT focus group discussion 
participants was as follows: 

I agree because right now, if we look for good leaders, then it is still time 
for the old generation to govern. But, as the “new” generation of the party, 
we have to learn about politics, so that in the future we can take their place 
when the leadership of this party is no longer there. That is why I agree that 
right now...personally, in this party, I still give my trust to the leaders of the 
old generation to carry this party forward. But as a youth from the “new” 
generation I also have to prepare myself well within this party so that I will be 
able to govern in the future. (FGD, CNRT, 25.04.2017) 

Thus, political parties with their focus on historical gerontocracy, contribute another layer 
to young adult’s citizenship palimpsest through the language of patriotic citizenship. This 
layer teaches young party members that a real citizen has contributed to the birth of 
his nation-state and was willing, in that process, to sacrifice his life. Citizens who cannot 
base their citizenship on such a past engagement are taught they must respect historical 
gerontocracy and that they are inferior and unreciprocably indebted towards their heroic 
predecessors for as long as those predecessors are alive. It also teaches them to carefully 
navigate the sensitivities of heroic party leaders and to strike a balance between being 
proactive enough not to be considered lazy, while being modest and deferent enough 
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not to be considered ambitious. Consequently, while young people play important roles 
in campaigning and securing votes, their engagement is presented by older generations 
as much as by themselves as an exercise or a learning opportunity. Young adults in their 
twenties and thirties are thus perceived (and often perceive themselves) as not-yet-
citizens, not so much based on their age, but rather based on their position within the 
order of precedence. 

7.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have analysed why young adults decide to engage in political party 
youth wings and how this participation shapes (and is shaped by) their understandings 
of citizenship. I argued that national citizenship is deeply connected to historical 
narratives of self-sacrifice and heroism, to which different generations have different 
degrees of access. I have focussed specifically on young adults in political parties as 
these two elements are very present there. I identified that what unites all young adults 
who engage in political parties is a wish to be heard and seen. I concluded that those 
members of the in-between generation who wish to be heard and seen within the party 
choose to join smaller and younger parties. On the other hand those who wish to be 
heard and seen on a bigger, national stage, accept the personal setbacks of joining big 
parties dominated by the Portuguese and Indonesian generations, hoping that the solid 
reputation and the electoral success of the bigger party will eventually offer a bigger 
platform for their political ideals. 

In order to illustrate how the past plays a central role in all the aspects of political 
parties, not least their youth wings, I narrated the story of the setting up of the current 
Fretilin youth wing, Juventude Fretilin, as it was relayed to me by Nikolau over the years 
of its coming into being. What the history of the Juventude Fretilin made explicit is that 
the spectre of the past heroic resistance youth hangs over the current party youth, both 
narratively through the stories that are told, and practically in the form of former student 
activists who still dominate the youth groups affiliated to the party and who refuse to 
engage in the rejuvenation of those groups. I showed how the discussion about whether 
to use a historical name for the youth wing (OPJT) or a new name (Juventude Fretilin) 
brought to the fore not only the romantic view that present-day youth have of past youth, 
but also issues of ownership concerning the position of “party youth”. I showed how the 
idea of precedence, combined with the limited changes in the leadership landscape since 
independence, has created a stagnation in which the Portuguese generation occupies 
leadership positions, the Indonesian generation is therefore stuck in the role of (party) 
youth, and the in-between generation has, consequentially, difficulties with entering the 
party at all. Hence, when young adults from the in-between generation decide to engage 
in a more established political party like the Fretilin, they have to carefully navigate the 
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sensitivities of the older and more powerful generations, which are worried about losing 
their position of advantage. 

In this chapter I have identified three techniques through which young adults 
navigate this political and generational landscape of changing affiliations and animosities. 
This navigation is primarily concerned with striking the balance between being pro-
active enough not to be considered lazy, while also being deferent enough not to be 
scolded for being too insolent. By downplaying their political ambitions, members of 
the in-between generation construct an image of themselves as modest and subservient 
party members. If they achieve positions that are considered too high for someone their 
age, they present that position as something they were forced to do by leaders or voters, 
thereby downplaying their own role in having achieved the position. In downplaying 
political ambitions, young adults carefully avoid being perceived as competition by 
current leaders. In doing so they manage, at times, to occupy relevant positions within a 
party without upsetting the historical gerontocracy too much. 

However, by presenting one’s significant political position as something that was 
not a personal choice, by presenting it as a sacrifice for the country, the young party 
member has to tread carefully not to conjure the impression that he is comparing his 
own sacrifice in times of independent peacefulness with the sacrifices of the heroic youth 
and guerrilla fighters during the occupation. Young party members thus underscore 
that they do not measure their fatigue. As the debt towards heroic predecessors is 
unreciprocable, no fatigue would be enough to reciprocate it. Hence, it is not worth 
measuring. Furthermore, the suffering of nowadays is considered not comparable with 
the romanticised suffering of the past. To measure the fatigue that results from party 
engagement would be considered an affront. By underscoring that they do not measure 
their fatigue, young party members reproduce the language of patriotic citizenship that 
relates citizenship to a willingness to sacrifice oneself for the nation-state. Concomitantly, 
they place themselves clearly under the value of the sacrifices of their predecessors in 
order not to upset the established hierarchies of suffering (Crockford 2000). 

Just as the engagement in the party should not be measured, it should also 
not include any expectations in return. This is again related to unreciprocable debt. 
Asking too much from the political party would be a failure to acknowledge that young 
party members are already indebted. In fact, everything they give to the party can be 
considered the repayment of that debt. Party members of the in-between generation 
therefore repeatedly stressed that they did not expect much in return for their work 
within political parties. The only thing young party members wish for is to learn from their 
engagement. Parties are thus presented as a place in which young people, through their 
engagement, can first and foremost learn about governance and prepare themselves to 
become good leaders, worthy of their heritage. 

Hence, in the last section of this chapter I have presented how the focus of young 
adults on learning within political parties is related to the idea of precedence. As long as 
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the leadership positions are taken by people from the Portuguese and the Indonesian 
generations who have more “right” to occupy those positions, the in-between generation 
puts its “waiting” time to use by getting educated about politics and leadership. Thus, 
when the moment comes at which there are no longer generations above them with 
more right to governance positions, the in-between generation will be ready for the task 
ahead. As Lúcio put it, while young adults are not trusted with the business of governing, 
they are trusted with learning about it. In this chapter I have focussed specifically on 
intergenerational power dynamics within political parties as they are particularly visible 
in this context. In the arena in which power is most disputed, their underlying dynamics 
become more visible. 

I argue that the participation in this teacher-pupil dichotomy allows young party 
members to carve out a space for themselves where they can engage in party politics 
without upsetting the established generational hierarchies and thus risk total isolation. 
It is by respecting precedence, by downplaying political ambition, and by exuding 
a constant awareness of their unreciprocable debt, that young adults from the in-
between generation present themselves as harmless actors on the political stage. As 
such they can be tolerated as long as they do not trespass the boundaries of historical 
gerontocracy. I argue, however, that although this positionality allows young adults to do 
things within political parties, it also reproduces young adults as not-yet-citizens who are 
not independent actors on the political stage. By bowing down to historical gerontocracy 
and to a patriotic language of citizenship, members of the in-between generation 
perpetuate an understanding of citizenship closely intertwined with conceptions of self-
sacrifice, heroic resistance against foreign oppression, and a personal relation with the 
moment of the birth of the nation. With this, they risk co-constructing and authorising 
an understanding of citizenship that will continue to exclude them from full membership 
until the older generations have passed away.  
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CHAPTER 8

Conclusion
Studying citizenship from between the cracks

A good citizen is not quiet, but respectful. A good citizen is not quiet. If 
something is not right, they will say “no”. But still, we must bow (hakruk) for 
the people who are bigger than we are.

- Caetano, FGD, 08.04.2017

This statement, uttered by Caetano during a focus group discussion with alumni of 
the youth parliament in Dili, seems so simple. A good citizen should not be quiet or 
uncritical. Yet, a good citizen should be respectful toward those whom respect is due. 
This statement, however, conceals the complex understandings of citizenship that have 
brought Caetano to express himself in this way. It hints at the ways in which Caetano has 
learned to perceive citizenship from between the cracks. It demonstrates that Caetano’s 
position as a member of the in-between generation compels him to add that he must 
bow towards those who are bigger than him. 

I have argued that the in-between generation falls between the cracks, not only 
of academic research in postcolonial and post-conflict Timor-Leste, but also between 
the cracks of generational belonging and governmental legitimacy. I have argued that it 
is exactly their position from between the cracks that can give us valuable insights into 
postcolonial and post-conflict state-making and into the making of citizenship within 
such a context. I have shown that the multifaceted in-betweenness and their position 
between the cracks confronts young adults with contradictory expectations towards 
them and concerning their citizenship. These are in part connected to the complexity 
of the East Timorese state itself, which we can analyse as a complex amalgamation of 
languages of stateness (Hansen and Stepputat 2001), in which pre-colonial languages 
of power intermingle with colonial constructs and remnants, and with a modern 
democratic bureaucracy partially shaped by foreign agencies (both governmental and 
non-governmental). 

Hence, faced with the complexity of the East Timorese state and, concomitantly 
its young citizenship, it is instructive to consider Santos’ (2006) use of the “palimpsest” 
metaphor. As discussed in the introduction, a palimpsest is a parchment on which 
original writings have been (partially) erased and written over with new information. 
This metaphor allows us to consider the intertwinement of different (historical) political 
and legal cultures (Santos 2006, 47). By considering the superposition of different 
languages, it opens up the possibility to analyse the simultaneous existence of ideas and 
understandings that stem from different historical periods, political views and actors.
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 In this concluding chapter I will dwell on the understanding of citizenship that 
Caetano put forth in the above epigraph. Caetano’s simple phrase “a good citizen is not 
quiet, but respectful” is, in a sense, the most condensed description of what I found 
young adults’ understanding of citizenship to be. However, because the reality behind 
this condensation of what citizenship is about is considerably more complex, I consider 
citizenship itself as a palimpsest. This palimpsest is characterised by the imbrication of 
multiple languages of citizenship. These languages of citizenship, which define what it 
means to be a citizen co-exist, overlap and contradict each other. They are legacies of 
the turbulent birth of the East Timorese nation-state and testimony to the generational 
construction of citizenship and power that has resulted from it. 

Throughout this dissertation I have relied on Mannheim’s (1952) concept of 
historical generations and I have argued that both historical events, and the narrative 
construction of difference based on those events (Aboim and Vasconcelos 2014), shape 
generations. What my analysis has shown is that the composition of languages of 
citizenship (how they intertwine, overlap and contradict each other) on the citizenship 
palimpsest can be deeply generational. Where Corsten (1999) contends that adolescence 
is a crucial moment for the establishment of a generation, I add that it is especially 
important to scrutinise what young people learn from older generations and how they 
are taught to think about other generations and about their own. Hence, throughout my 
analysis I have shown how the citizenship palimpsest of the East Timorese in-between 
generation is generationally defined. Thus, this dissertation offers a contribution to 
Timor-Leste studies not only by scrutinising a generation that falls through the cracks and 
is often forgotten. It also shows, through the eyes of young citizens, how what Timor-
Leste is today is the result of a period of state-building in which different generations, 
international actors and customary institutions have all been vying to establish what it 
means to be a polity and what it means to be an East Timorese citizen. The result is an 
imbrication of different languages of stateness and of different languages of citizenship 
into a complex mosaic of different and at times contradictory understandings that is 
often difficult to navigate and to make sense of. 

8.1 Deciphering the palimpsest

Studying citizenship as a palimpsest allows us to acknowledge that what each individual 
understands citizenship to be is deeply influenced by culture, politics and power. It allows 
us to consider citizenship as an amalgamation of different languages of citizenship. As 
such we can explore ethnographically what kind of languages of citizenship converge, 
overlap and contradict each other. Studying citizenship as a palimpsest allows us to 
move past the understanding of citizenship as an ideal-type and to immerse ourselves 
in its messy contradictions. Hence, to understand citizenship we should decipher the 



Conclusion

229

different languages of citizenship that are an intrinsic part of it. In this dissertation I have 
identified three different languages of citizenship that I will here review. 

The first language of citizenship that I have identified on the young adults’ citizenship 
palimpsest is the language of customary citizenship, which is intimately connected with 
the teachings of lisan and the omnipresence of ancestors. Parts of the language of 
customary citizenship on the palimpsest have faded and become unintelligible. Other 
parts of it seem to be written in a moral code that contemporary citizens no longer 
understand or are no longer willing to submit to. And yet other parts, while written in 
colonial writing, are interpreted as ancient, rendering a blurry distinction between what 
is “real” customary citizenship and what is “invented” customary citizenship. However, 
since independence there have been efforts to rewrite fragments of this old text. Lisan 
and its position in the community has been revitalised, uma luliks have been rebuilt, tara 
bandu has been reinstated. Where some elements of customary citizenship have been 
reinstated, others have been reinterpreted and have been reintroduced in new forms 
and to new ends, such as state-control of deforestation or ritual expenditure. Despite 
these changes the organisation of power within customary citizenship continues to be 
gerontocratic. Hence, although it is defining for the shape of their citizenship, young 
adults express not knowing much about lisan because they are still too young to learn 
about it or because, as women, it is not their business learning it at all. Furthermore, 
young adults are aware that within lisan they will always have to respect and bow before 
their umane, anyone who is older, and anyone in a senior kinship position. Hence, as Pedro 
explained, customary citizenship teaches young adults of the in-between generation to 
both love and fear their families and the hierarchies that exist within them. 

Hence, it is this language of customary citizenship that teaches Miguel that he 
cannot speak up against the xefe aldeia who is his uncle, while he can speak up to the 
xefe aldeia who is his cousin. It is this language of citizenship that persuaded Faustina to 
solve the conflict with her brother according to lisan rather than to take him to court and 
see him imprisoned. It is this language that communicates to the young adults of the in-
between generation that their deceased ancestors are omnipotent. It convinces Pedro 
that his motorbike accident was not caused by the alcohol he consumed, but by the 
words he uttered in disrespect of his lisan. It convinces Dora that she has to comply with 
the rules of lisan if she wishes not to meet the fate of the teacher who died with blood 
coming out of his nose and mouth. It convinces Armando that he will meet such a fate 
if he breaks his oath with KHUNTO and votes for another party. It convinces Aurora that 
she cannot speak up against her uncles, father or brother lest they curse her, or even 
worse, her future children. The language of customary citizenship teaches young adults 
that their position is at the bottom of the hierarchy and that, until they themselves are 
the elders, they are expected to show deference and respect. The language of customary 
citizenship also gives young adults from the in-between generation a deep feeling of 
belonging and a distinctive identity as East Timorese. Despite the variations in lisan, the 
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fact that everyone has lisan105, respects lisan and believes in lisan creates an imagined 
community and a feeling of national belonging. Hence, the customary language of 
citizenship positions the individual firmly in her community through the institutions of 
uma lulik, fetosan/umane relationships, and tara bandu regulations while at the same 
time anchoring her in the nation-state through a feeling of shared national identity 
based on kultura and lisan. 

The second language of citizenship is defined by the narratives about national 
liberation, struggle against Indonesian occupation and patriotic sacrifice. It is thus a 
language of patriotic citizenship. Citizenship here is connected to the idea of having co-
created the nation-state in which one lives. Having been at the point of origin – at the 
birth of the nation – defines the “real” citizens of Timor-Leste, with all the others being 
not much more than faded copies at best and independence profiteers at worst. I have 
described how this presentation of the birth of the nation as a point of origin creates a 
logic of precedence which is wielded by older generations within the realm of national 
political governance in order to legitimise their own domination. The language of 
patriotic citizenship (re-)produces a romantic image of past young East Timorese citizens 
who were willing to sacrifice everything, including their own lives and well-being, for the 
independence of the nation-state. The language of patriotic citizenship conceals that 
there were also East Timorese youth during the occupation who fought for integration 
into Indonesia, or who just lived their lives trying to stay out of trouble. The language 
of patriotic citizenship makes citizens from the in-between generation feel unpatriotic 
because they never had the chance to risk their lives for the liberation of their country. 
It inculcates them with a profound feeling of unreciprocable debt towards the older 
generations who liberated the country and whose heroic feats are condensed into a 
string of highlights. Hence, young adults are confronted with the image of a perfect 
citizen who, as such, never existed. They are told and taught to respect older generations 
because whatever the in-between generation will do, they will never really live up to their 
heroic predecessors. The language of patriotic citizenship thereby creates a new form of 
gerontocracy which I have dubbed ‘historical gerontocracy’. This form of gerontocracy 
provides older generations with power based on their wielding of romanticised history 
in their personal narratives. 

Just as languages on a palimpsest can overlap or show similarities, there are also 
overlaps between the language of customary citizenship and the language of patriotic 
citizenship. I have shown how the idea of precedence, stemming from the customary 
realm, is translated and transposed into the realm of national democratic politics and 
how its logic is applied there. The closer one can narrate one’s own history to the 
birth of the nation, the more recognition one receives and therefore the more political 

105  The claim that everyone has lisan of course excludes Muslim citizens and citizens who are turning to Pentecostal churches 
in increasing numbers. This exclusion, however, was never reflected by my interlocutors. 
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power one has at one’s disposal. Hence, the feeling of unreciprocable debt towards 
older generations coupled with the conceptualisation of political office as something 
one inherits according to the logic of precedence, leads young adults of the in-between 
generation to consider that they should continue the struggle of their predecessors 
rather than to criticise them or stand up against them. It also teaches them that they 
must wait until older contenders are no longer around before they can take up offices 
of power. 

Hence, the language of patriotic citizenship makes Bernardo laugh at the 
imagination of him, as a member of the in-between generation, being able to change 
the Fretilin from within, while it makes Serafim affirm that he will support the Fretilin 
until he dies. It is through the language of patriotic citizenship that older PD members 
tell Isabel that she is not able, that she is too young, and that she is not ripe yet. It is 
through that same language that Xanana tells the crowds that a presidential candidate 
from the Indonesian generation is not ripe yet for office. It is through that language that 
the Portuguese and the Indonesian generations berate the in-between generation when 
they become pro-active, asking them who they think they are to give their opinion, as 
Rafael narrated at the opening of this dissertation. It is also the language of patriotic 
citizenship that makes young adults turn to other elements of political legitimacy and 
belonging in the face of their constant disqualification within more established political 
parties. Thus, I have shown how the new political party KHUNTO has brought lisan to the 
political stage. Relying on the disciplining power of nature and the ancestors, KHUNTO 
has created a space in which one does not need to narrate one’s history close to the birth 
of the nation in order to be acknowledged in the party. Contrary to the more established 
parties such as the Fretilin, the CNRT, and the PLP, KHUNTO refers back to an ancestral 
point of origin that unites across generations, rather than to the political one that unites 
(and separates) along generational lines.

And finally, the third language of citizenship that we can identify on the palimpsest 
is the language of liberal democratic politics, representative participation, and equality 
before the law. It is a language of egalitarian citizenship. This language of citizenship was 
introduced by the numerous international institutions that were involved, in one way or 
another, in the process of state-building since independence. Having become a “donor-
darling” early on in its internationally recognised existence, Timor-Leste attracted state-
builders, democratisers and civil society builders from all over the world and of many 
different political convictions. Consequently, Pedro attended a life-changing workshop 
about children’s rights during junior high school from a man whose nationality he did not 
remember. Two Portuguese lawyers offered an extracurricular course on human rights 
at the UNTL at the end of my 2012 fieldwork. At the same university, Brazilian teachers 
taught Pedro and his classmates about how the East Timorese semi-presidential system 
is an adapted copy of the Portuguese one. Luis, Tomás, Aurora and others were trainers 
in Australian-funded citizenship and leadership education programs for teenagers. The 
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local German GIZ office developed educational material for citizenship education relied 
upon by the alumni of the youth parliament in their trainings which were partially 
funded by UNICEF. Rafael and some of his friends followed trainings at the US American 
International Republican Institute. USAID funded the youth forums that Ana helped 
organize. Youth leaders from the Juventude Fretilin were invited to the Philippines and 
Malaysia for congresses of Asian party youth wing leaders. This brief selection from a 
much longer list is illustrative of how the international community has introduced, over 
the past decade and a half, ideas of liberal democratic citizenship, especially among 
academically educated young adults living in Dili. Hence, the language of human rights, 
of democratic representation, and of egalitarian citizenship was one in which the more 
active and highly educated of my interlocutors were very proficient.

This language of citizenship teaches young adults that they are full citizens with 
both duties and rights in their communities and their nation-state. It teaches them 
that they have the right to be represented and heard both in the suku and at the level 
of national politics. It teaches them that every citizen is equal before the law and that 
anything short of that is discrimination. It also teaches them that it is their duty to 
speak up against injustice and discrimination although it does not always teach them 
how. It teaches them they should be pro-active, brave and outspoken. Proficiency in 
this language of egalitarian citizenship, however, at times also led to frustration. This 
frustration is firstly with rural and less highly-educated counterparts who, in the eyes of 
my interlocutors, did not understand democracy and only wanted to make use of their 
rights without accepting any duties for it in return, which destroyed the reputation of all 
youth. Youth frustration also extended toward older generations who had introduced a 
democratic system but were not willing to play by its rules. 

If we pay attention to the three languages of citizenship that I have identified on the 
citizenship palimpsest, we see that they intermingle and conflict with each other. There 
is some overlap between the customary and the patriotic languages of citizenship as 
they are both based on different types of gerontocracy. Both emphasise the importance 
of respecting elders and of waiting according to the order of precedence. Nevertheless, 
there are also very significant contradictions on the citizenship palimpsest, especially 
between the language of egalitarian citizenship and the other two languages. These 
contradictions pose complex challenges to members of the in-between generation as 
I have shown, and as I will reflect on further below. However, I have also argued, with 
Olivier de Sardan (2016), that it is the contradictions in citizenship that make its analysis 
worth the while. The contradictions on the young adult’s citizenship palimpsest show us 
that there are different actors and institutions competing to define what membership as 
a citizen means and which rights and duties are implied in that membership. Citizenship, 
it shows us, is always about power. It is about who has the power to establish who 
belongs and who does not, and what that belonging means. In Timor-Leste these power 
struggles are waged primarily along generational lines, therefore I will explore in the 
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next section how languages of citizenship are appropriated, interpreted and employed 
to reinforce or legitimate generational power imbalances and identification. I will show 
how in that process young adults from the in-between generation are culturally made 
(and make themselves) into not-yet-citizens and how this serves older generations within 
the contestation of political power. 

8.2 The cultural making of not-yet-citizens

A palimpsest is an apt metaphor for an interpretation of citizenship because it reminds us 
that, just like a palimpsest, citizenship is always made, it does not just come into being. It 
is in this making that the generational component of citizenship in Timor-Leste becomes 
not only apparent, but crucial. It is the making of this palimpsest that can show us how 
different generations play different roles in creating an image of citizenship, and how 
citizenship itself is generationally defined. In order to analyse the process of this making, 
it is instructive to return to Ong’s (1996) conceptualisation of cultural citizenship. She 
criticises Rosaldo’s (1994) understanding of cultural citizenship for presupposing that 
“minority groups can escape the cultural inscription of state power and other forms 
of regulation that define the different modalities of belonging” (Ong 1996, 738). She 
herself therefore sees cultural citizenship as the practices and beliefs that result exactly 
from the negotiation and the contestation between the citizens and their state. It is 
through this contestation, she argues, that the criteria for national belonging are defined 
(Ong 1996, 738). Cultural citizenship is thus the “dual process of self-making and being 
made within webs of power linked to the nation-state and civil society” (Ong 1996, 738). 

Although Ong does acknowledge that non-state actors also play a role in this 
process of making citizens, she places these contributions secondary to the role of the 
state and presupposes they become active only when the state is absent or fragmented. 
I disagree with this state-centred view and therefore join the efforts to decentralise the 
state in the study of citizenship (Clarke et al. 2014). This decentralisation of the state 
does not imply that the state does not play a role in defining and enforcing specific 
types of citizenship. Rather, it follows feminist conceptualisations of citizenship that 
acknowledge the profound role also played by non-state institutions and actors in 
shaping, defining and mediating citizenship. Hence, rather than seeing civil society as a 
citizenship-shaping entity that is activated when the state retreats as Ong (1996) does, 
I here consider that horizontal relationships between citizens (Kabeer 2005) and sub-
state institutions (Yuval-Davis 1999) play primary and fundamental roles (alongside state 
institutions) in shaping and mediating the citizenship of young adults in Timor-Leste. 

The three languages of citizenship that I have identified on the citizenship 
palimpsest can therefore also be related to different non-state, sub-state, state and supra-
state institutions that play a role in shaping these different languages of citizenship and 
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therefore in shaping citizens themselves. Hence, I have shown how the three institutions 
of lisan – the uma lulik, fetosan/umane relationships, and tara bandu agreements 
– contribute to the making of the language of customary citizenship. These three 
institutions teach the individual citizen her place in her descent line and in her (extended) 
family. They teach her how to behave in the community, whom to respect and address in 
which manner, and about the consequences of failing to do so. I have shown in chapters 
4 and 5 that these lisan institutions, and the elders in charge of them, inculcate a specific 
understanding of their role and their position into young adults from the in-between 
generation. This language of citizenship is based on a gerontocratic understanding of 
knowledge and power. Therefore, young adults are often positioned at the lower levels 
of their kinship hierarchies, as nieces and nephews, (grand-) sons and (grand-) daughters 
who learn to bow for and respect their uncles and (grand-) parents. To disrespect elders 
in the language of customary citizenship becomes akin to disrespecting the ancestors as 
the creators of the order of things. And to disrespect ancestors is a perilous endeavour. 
I have also shown how research interlocutors from the in-between generation deeply 
believe in the dangers of such an endeavour and thus internalise and reproduce their 
position as “little children” in the customary order of precedence. Hence, in the dual 
process of self-making and being made (Ong 1996), young adults are made and make 
themselves into deferent citizens at the bottom of the hierarchy for whom to be a citizen 
means to wait and learn in order to become good customary citizens in the future. 
Making younger generations into deferent citizens with the assistance of threatening 
ancestors allows older generations of customary leaders to maintain their positions of 
power and legitimacy in the face of a new generation that is higher educated, globally 
connected, and brought up in an independent democratic nation-state. As became 
apparent in chapter 5, the contradictions between these different types of socialisation 
also create schisms and cracks, to which I will return further below. 

A narrative of sacrifice and heroism connected to the struggle for independence is 
widely brandished in the entire nation-state. These characteristics shape the language of 
patriotic citizenship. However, I have identified political parties as institutions in which this 
narrative is particularly pervasive. The new nation-state defined itself, in the first place, 
according to its resistance against the Indonesian occupation. Therefore, protagonists of 
that resistance came to occupy the highest positions of leadership upon independence. 
This has created an understanding of political leadership as intimately connected 
to a past devotion to the struggle for independence. This is in great part constructed 
and there are many members of the older generations occupying positions of power 
today who did not fight for independence. Nevertheless, this narrative has created a 
generationally unequal power field in which the in-between generation is disqualified 
a priori from political leadership as long as there are “more qualified” (in other words 
‘older’) ex-resistance heroes around to do so. I have shown that by romanticising leaders 
from the Portuguese generation and by differentiating between the governing abilities 
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of the Portuguese and the Indonesian generations, the in-between generation also 
participates in the shaping of this unequal power field. Thus, the connection between 
political leadership and a membership in the Portuguese or Indonesian generation is 
used by older generations to legitimate their positions of power and to keep younger 
contestants at bay. This inter-generational power struggle happens both between the 
Portuguese and the Indonesian generations, and between them and the in-between 
generation. However, where the ability to govern and exercise power of the Indonesian 
generation is only questioned when it comes to the highest government offices, the 
in-between generation is a priori presented by older generations as a generation of not-
yet-citizens who have no leadership capacities yet. This greatly influences the positions 
young adults of the in-between generation take up within political parties. Although it 
is not impossible for members of the in-between generation to access higher positions 
within political parties, this process must be carefully managed and accompanied by a 
narrative of duty and sacrifice so as not to be attacked or earn the shameful reputation 
of being ambitious. 

Hence, political parties are institutions characterised by fierce inter-generational 
contestation of power in which history, and especially one’s personal history of 
participation in the resistance, establishes legitimacy to occupy positions of power. 
In other words, it is used to create an order of precedence in which the in-between 
generation sits, again, at the very bottom. Furthermore, young adults are inculcated with 
a perceived unreciprocable debt towards their predecessors and taught that it is not their 
time yet to participate, that they should wait until their turn comes according to the order 
of precedence. In the meantime, young people contribute vitally to the work of political 
parties by organising other youth and playing key roles in the acquisition of new party 
members and voters. However, young adults themselves present their roles in political 
parties as primarily learning and following orders. Thus, the deferential citizenship that 
is created through the language of customary citizenship is re-enforced by the language 
of patriotic citizenship. Where the first is based on customary gerontocracy, the latter 
is based on historical gerontocracy. Both, however, serve the purpose of perpetuating 
positions of power held by older generations. 

Concomitantly, the state passes laws based on the principle of egalitarian and 
democratic citizenship. One of these laws, for example, defines that the sub-state 
(and officially non-state) institution of the suku council includes youth representatives 
in its composition without defining the content of that function. Also, supra-national 
development organisations as well as national and local NGOs advance the language 
of egalitarian citizenship and introduce it at different levels of governance. Young 
adults, and specifically more highly educated members of the in-between generation, 
are well versed in this language of egalitarian citizenship. At the same time, however, 
they contribute to being imagined as not-yet-citizens by authorising, repeating and 
perpetuating a discourse of generational value difference. Whereas discursively active 
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and highly educated young adults presented themselves to me as egalitarian citizens, 
in practice they feared gerontocratic power, reproduced the romantic image of their 
predecessors, and felt unreciprocably indebted towards them. I do not contend that this 
contradictory behaviour was conscious, rather, I believe it stemmed from the deeply 
internalised contradictions between the different languages of citizenship on their 
citizenship palimpsest. 

Hence, whereas young adults are not in the position to speak up against uncles, 
they are elected into the suku councils as youth representatives and thereby put in 
positions in which, at times, they are theoretically expected to do just that. Also within 
political parties, young adults are admonished to participate, to actively prepare their 
own leadership skills, and to take their responsibility as the future leaders of the country, 
while at the same time being disciplined into obedience and scolded when perceived as 
too proactive. Older generations construct an image of their young adult counterparts 
as not-yet-citizens in order to legitimise their own exclusive access to power. Thereby 
they seem not to realise that the contradictory expectations they have towards the in-
between generation creates a significant part of the identity crisis and disorientation 
they despise young adults for. 

I argue that it is these contradictions, perhaps even more than the high levels 
of unemployment, that lead to frustrated and violent outbursts. Young adults are 
permanently held against a heroic youth prototype that actually never existed, and 
which is a fabrication in the service of a romanticised past used to enforce generational 
differentiation. I contend that it is the disjuncture between the romantic representation 
of past youth and criminalisation of the present youth, as well as the disjuncture between 
how they are expected to be and how they are allowed to be, that leads young adults of 
the in-between generation to despise themselves and their peers and to lose the trust 
in their own possible contribution. This loss of trust and motivation takes place even 
before they have been allowed the space to start trying. Hence, whereas a small section 
of the in-between generation (including the primary interlocutors in this dissertation) 
take this contradiction as a challenge, for many members of the in-between generation, 
the contradictions lead to a frustrated disengagement which makes the pessimistic 
scenarios of the Human Development Report (UNDP 2018) all the more plausible. While 
this reaction of disengagement is a crucial one to be further researched, I have focussed 
on the more empowered reactions. Therefore, I have analysed how active young adults 
of the in-between generation navigate these contradictions. I argue that it is by analysing 
how young adults navigate the contradictions stemming from the amalgamation of 
different languages of citizenship that we can unpack how they construct citizenship in 
the first place.  
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8.3 Navigating contradictions

I have shown that young adults are exposed, at different levels, to contradictory 
expectations. When they conform to gerontocratic rules that presuppose silent and 
abiding deference they are scolded for being lazy and passive and an insult to their 
courageous and proactive self-sacrificing ancestors. However, when they decide to 
become proactive, to voice their concerns and to attempt participation in decision-
making processes they are told off, reminded of their place at the bottom of the 
hierarchy, and scolded for being rude and presumptuous. Hence, to navigate these 
contradictory expectations is not an easy task and there is always a fine line between 
doing too much and doing too little. The different chapters have shown that the social 
and political situation that young adults navigate is also in no way stable. With Timor-
Leste in the process of nation-state building as well as democratic decentralisation, the 
political situation and the expectations toward young adults are permanently in flux. 
Furthermore, to have generations as a basis for power hierarchies adds to the fluidity 
of the situation. I have shown how the concept of the “new” generation is indexical 
today of a different group of people, compared to ten years ago. Concomitantly, over the 
course of my fieldwork, members of the Indonesian generation who were still considered 
too young in 2012 to occupy positions of power, gained these positions in 2018 when 
they were vacated by members of the Portuguese generation. This fluctuation does not 
only provide hope for the in-between generation that someday they will be accepted 
as legitimate leaders too, it also constantly changes the generational power field which 
they must navigate. 

By focusing on the perspective of a generation that has so far fallen between the 
cracks of academic scrutiny, my analysis provides crucial new insights for the field of 
Timor-Leste studies. My comprehensive analysis of intergenerational relationships 
and power dynamics adds important new insights to the studies written about the 
Indonesian (“new”) generation in the immediate aftermath of Independence (Bexley 
2009; 2017; Crockford 2007; Wigglesworth 2016). Reading those studies in combination 
with my own provides important understandings of how the generational power fields 
are constantly shifting, and how this has the consequences for the ways in which 
society is organised. My focus on peaceful and active young adults who are invested in 
contributing to the development of their nation-state has provided an alternative to the 
perception of young East Timorese as violent actors (Myrttinen 2005; 2010; Scambary, 
Gama, and Barreto 2006). Therewith, it provides a more complete image of the role 
young adults play in society. Concomitantly, I have shown how the lives of these young 
adults are deeply intertwined with, and defined by, lisan and its institutions. By exploring 
how the in-between generation struggles to comply with the contradictory expectations 
placed upon them by entangled systems of customary and democratic governance, I 
have added another layer to the rich analyses of this entanglement in Timor-Leste (Brown 
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2012a; 2012b; Cummins 2011; 2013; Cummins and Leach 2012; Magno and Coa 2012; 
Silva 2014; 2016; Tilman 2012). I have shown the process of ongoing democratic state-
building through the messy lens of young adults’ daily lives. In doing so I underscore that 
state-building and democratisation should not only be studied at the higher echelons of 
political governance (Leach and Kingsbury 2013). Rather, they permeate into and have 
(at times unintended) consequences for the daily lives of people, even of those who 
have little to say in these processes. In doing so I also show that democratic idea(l)s are 
never implemented on a tabula rasa. The in-between generation reminds us that it is 
impossible to study the building of postcolonial or post-conflict democratic egalitarian 
citizenship without scrutinising the ground on which (inter)national state-builders and 
democratisers build their institutions. And finally, the in-between generation shows us 
that these institutions can morph (together with customary and historical conceptions 
of power and membership) into sometimes complex and contradictory constructs that 
are challenging to make sense of and tricky to navigate.  

I have engaged with Vigh’s (2006, 14) conceptualisation of social navigation as 
“the tactical movement of agents within a moving element”. I have argued that the 
idea of social navigation is an important tool because it allows us to acknowledge the 
individual’s agency and the simultaneous influence of the environment on that agency. 
Hence, I consider the young adults of the in-between generation as agentic beings 
who negotiate and shape their own participation as citizens. Nevertheless, I have also 
investigated how the generations and institutions around them profoundly shape and 
define their citizenship palimpsest. Thus, when analysing how the in-between generation 
navigates the contradictions in their citizenship, I analyse it as a permanent string of 
smaller and bigger generational confrontations about power and positionality in which 
young adults are taught, shown and confronted with the limits of their citizenship. I have 
argued that young adults in Timor-Leste fall between the cracks of these contradictory 
expectations. It is these cracks that confront them with the limits of their citizenship, 
and it is by bumping into them on a permanent basis that their citizenship palimpsest 
acquires a form which they internalise. In this I join others (Clarke et al. 2014; Isin 
2008; Sassen 2005) who have argued that citizenship materialises at its margins and 
in its contestation. However, rather than considering that this contestation takes place 
between citizens and their state, this dissertation shows that citizenship is crucially 
formed in the relationships between citizens (Kabeer 2005) and through its mediation by 
sub- and non-state institutions (Yuval-Davis 1999).

A contestation of citizenship evokes images of civil disobedience, open 
confrontation and radical resistance. I have, however, described how the in-between 
generation seeks to prevent open confrontation with older generations, and how they 
negotiate citizenship. Rather than learning how to navigate by shipwrecking, the in-
between generation learns to define its citizenship by carefully observing others and 
by trying to identify “rocks” and sail around them before they even become visible. 
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Thus, rather than entering into open confrontation (though a small minority does), 
the in-between generation tries to predict the point at which their engagement will be 
evaluated as transgressive and try to steer clear of that point. My fieldwork revealed that 
there are different explanations for such a prudent approach. 

Firstly, we should consider that the threat of the wrath of the ancestors in response 
to the upsetting of ancestral order is very real to most of the interlocutors in my research 
study. Consequently, transgression of this order, as Pedro, Aurora, Dora and others 
explained, is expected to be punished immediately and harshly. Accidents, illness or 
even death loom as consequences stemming from disrespect of lisan. The potential 
wrath of ancestors is thus a powerful deterrent when it comes to speaking up against, or 
being critical about, the institutions of lisan and the elders guarding it. As I have shown, 
young adults thus apply a logic of hamenus (reduce) rather than halakon (get rid of) in 
their critique of lisan. This discourse allows them to voice a wish for change within the 
realm of lisan while at the same time affirming that they do not wish to question its 
basis of existence. Young adults are thus discouraged to go into open confrontation with 
elders and hence find ways in which to challenge the rules of lisan without challenging 
lisan itself. Aurora thus saves for her own barlake in order to reduce the power of her 
future family-in-law over her, while Filipe and his girlfriend got “accidentally” pregnant 
to have their union officially recognised without being accused of willingly disrespecting 
the wishes of Filipe’s family. 

Secondly, I argue that open contestation and confrontation with older generations 
is actively discouraged by placing the older generation, especially the Portuguese 
generation, in another moral dimension. This moral dimension remains unreachable 
to the mere “children” of the in-between generation. By constructing the Portuguese 
generation (and to some extent the Indonesian generation too) of political leaders 
as a mythical generation who, as youth, were willing to sacrifice everything and who 
triumphed in their David-and-Goliath tussle with Indonesia, an aura of untouchability 
has been created around (leaders of) older generations. Consequently, criticising leaders 
becomes equivalent to criticising the heroes who brought about the birth of the nation. 
Criticising these heroes, therefore, becomes an unpatriotic act that no proud East 
Timorese citizen would want to be associated with. Hence, young adults are taught and 
repeatedly reminded that they are permanently and unreciprocably indebted towards 
those who have liberated the country. They are also taught that speaking up against 
those to which one is indebted is highly inappropriate. 

Finally, and closely connected to the previous two explanations, young adults 
are disciplined and reprimanded for minor transgressions on a constant basis. Dulce 
was booed when she spoke at community meetings. Dulce’s five-year old child was 
reprimanded for not greeting Miguel according to what their kinship relationship 
dictated her to do. Nikolau was told “children” are not supposed to speak up too much 
when he criticised older party members. Aurora was told lisan is lisan when she tried to 
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convince her father to agree to a symbolic barlake. Isabel was told that she was not ready 
yet when she ran for a position within the party. Rafael was told he had only just been 
born and therefore should not have too much opinion about things. KHUNTO supporters 
were mocked during door-to-door campaigning for being “little children” thinking they 
could do politics. Hence, in daily interactions, and especially when attempting to tread 
beyond trodden paths, young adults are reminded, time and again, that there are rules 
and people they should respect. I argue that these small admonishments are a constant 
reminder to youth that they should always prevent circumstances that will lead to more 
substantial admonishments.

8.4 Citizenship of the in-between

The careful navigation by the in-between generation illustrated above shows us that 
citizenship is riddled with contradictions and contradictory expectations, and that it can 
be very difficult for youth to accommodate those contradictions. These contradictions 
make it difficult for citizens of the in-between generation to find a sense of self-
worth and to assert their own position as citizens. I argue that to analyse citizenship 
through the palimpsest metaphor allows us to accommodate its complexity and its 
contradictions. Rather than taking a normative understanding of citizenship as an ideal 
type, the palimpsest invites us to start with the messiness of people’s daily lives and 
interactions. By developing the concept of languages of citizenship and the citizenship 
palimpsest, I have created an ethnographic approach that analyses citizenship through its 
contradictions. By scrutinising how young people navigate these contradictory languages 
of citizenship, I have transcended the question of whether citizenship is something one 
has or something one does. Rather, I have shown that citizenship is what one does in the 
face of what one has. I argue that status and acts cannot be separated in the study of 
citizenship as they profoundly influence each other’s shape. Hence, the metaphor of the 
palimpsest reminds us that citizenship is constantly in the process of being made. It also 
reminds us to look for the unequal power relations that shape its making. Languages of 
citizenship only live when they are being reproduced and internalised. Hence, they are 
not static or ever finished. Thus, as both the palimpsest and the languages of citizenship 
are always in the process of being made, the configurations of languages of citizenship 
and by extension citizenship itself, change over time. 

Given the political density of my fieldwork site, the lens of languages of citizenship 
is not only a highly apt framework for interpretation, it also offers an innovative and 
fresh contribution to the study of generational citizenship. By falling through the cracks 
and by awaiting their own precedence, the in-between generation shows us that our 
understandings of our rights, duties and the shape of our membership in a polity are 
ephemeral. These aspects change as our own position in configurations of culture, 



Conclusion

241

politics and power change too. This also shows us that in practice citizenship is not 
characterised by the formal rules and laws that establish it, but rather by the specific 
configurations of languages of citizenship that define people’s actual, substantive access 
to citizenship. Hence, not-yet-citizenship is not defined by age but rather by the position 
of young citizens and by the substantive access to membership that this position 
grants them (or not). Although this position often correlates with age, the in-between 
generation shows us that it correlates, in the first place, with one’s position vis-à-vis 
other generations. However, the disengagement and the identity crisis manifested by 
many members of the in-between generation underscore that specific configurations 
of languages of citizenship, and especially configurations that unite contradictory 
languages of citizenship and expectations, can have severely disruptive consequences 
for how (young) people experience and develop their role as citizens.  An exploration of 
the inculcation of contradictory languages of citizenship (and the crisis of citizenship that 
results from it) is therefore also a crucial lens to study other citizens in other parts of the 
world who fall between the cracks (for example, second-generation migrant youth, or 
young people who do not feel represented in a binary gender landscape). 

To consider citizenship as a palimpsest might thus help us to study (young) 
citizenship in realities that are increasingly more transnational, polarised, complex, 
interconnected and fluid. It allows us to consider both the role played by the (nation-)
state in creating (or attempting to create) a specific kind of citizens, and the role played by 
supra-state and sub-state institutions in doing so. To analyse citizenship ethnographically 
we must thus analyse which languages of citizenship converge; which historical political 
and cultural contexts have produced the convergence of these languages of citizenship; 
and finally, how citizens negotiate the contradictions that spring from this convergence. 
This negotiation takes place in the vertical relations between citizens and their state, but 
also in the horizontal relations between citizens, and even within the mind of the citizen 
herself. It is by exploring these negotiations that we can let go of the idea of citizenship 
as an ideal-type and instead accept that contradictions are a constitutive element of the 
concept of citizenship.

Hence, the different languages of citizenship that can be found on the citizenship 
palimpsest of the in-between generation teach young adults different and contradictory 
things about what it means to be a citizen. It is in the careful navigation of these 
contradictions, in the cautious attempts to fulfil these expectations despite their 
contradictions, and in being admonished when taking that attempt too far, that young 
adults explore, define and internalise what young citizenship means in Timor-Leste. 
Young citizenship in Timor-Leste thus means to be deeply respective of lisan and its 
elders, but also to be engaged and responsible for one’s suku. It means being deeply 
aware of one’s indebtedness towards older generations and to respect their historical 
gerontocracy, but also to actively engage in political party youth wings and prepare 
oneself for future leadership. Young citizenship in Timor-Leste means to be the future 
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of the nation, but also to have to sit out its present. It means navigating with a watchful 
eye on the horizon, but with the head respectfully bowed down. It means carrying the 
weight of the future on one’s shoulders without being taught how to bear it by those 
who have borne it before. It means living in the shadow of mythical resistance youth and 
trying to be deserving of that legacy. It means, as Caetano put it, not to be quiet, but 
respectful.

In April of 2018, Faustino was asked to represent the alumni of the youth parliament 
in a panel organised during the launch of the UNDP’s National Human Development 
Report which focussed entirely on the demographic youth dividend. When I spoke to 
Faustino afterwards, he was frustrated that he had only been allocated five minutes to 
speak. He had prepared a speech of about twenty minutes. He handed me the sheets of 
paper with his speech so that at least one person in the audience would know what he 
had actually wanted to say. The final words, with which he had wanted to close off his 
statement, caught my attention. Where Caetano focussed on what young people had to 
do to be good citizens, Faustino had taken a more intergenerational approach and had 
reflected that the in-between generation cannot become good citizens on their own. I 
therefore enable Faustino to provide the final conclusion here in his own words:

In many public speeches, many people, especially politicians and leaders, like 
to say: “The youth are the future of the nation”. This sentence is repeated 
so often that it has become hollow, it has become no more than rhetoric in 
our society. Let us become honestly aware that the future will be defined by 
the youth, who today are like small leadership seeds. Let us together take 
good care of these seeds, in word and deed. Let us not tire of watering them 
and giving them fertiliser. Only then can these seeds germinate and grow into 
strong trees that can provide shade for every human in the sacred land of the 
Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste. (Faustino, Fieldnotes 04.04.2018)
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Table II. Political personalities of Timor-Leste since independence.

Party Personalities Generation Positions1

Fretilin

Mari (bin Amude) Alkatiri Portuguese Prime Minister 2002 – 2006
Prime Minister 2017 – 2018 

(Francisco) Lu-Olo (Guterres) Portuguese President 2017 – 2022 

Rui Maria de Araújo Indonesian Prime- Minister 2015 - 2017

PD Fernando La Sama de Araújo † Indonesian President of Parliament 2008 - 2012
Interim President (2008)

CNRT (Kay Rala) Xanana Gusmão Portuguese
President (Independent) 2002 – 2007
Prime Minister 2007 – 2012
Prime Minister 2012 – 2015 

PLP Taur Matan Ruak 
(José Maria Vasconcelos) Portuguese

Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces
(2000- 2011)
President (Independent) 2012 – 2017
Prime Minister 2018 - 2023

KHUNTO (José dos Santos) Naimori Indonesian -  

Independent José Ramos-Horta Portuguese Prime Minister 2006 – 2007
President 2007 - 2012

1  Positions specified in this table are not exhaustive. Only the positions most relevant for my analysis have 
been listed. 
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ANNEX II

Alternative research methods

Introduction

As mentioned in the introduction, I developed and used qualitative research methods 
in which I combined Participatory Action Research methods with workshop facilitation 
methods in order to achieve more interactive focus group discussions (FGDs). These 
motivated participants and to a certain degree disrupted age and gender patters 
of precedence among them. I conducted focus group discussions with roughly three 
categories of young adults: (1) urban young adults (most of them tertiary students); 
(2) rural young adults (in these groups graduation levels ranged from primary school to 
university); and (3) youth active in political party youth wings. 

I applied roughly the same methods to urban and rural young adults, as I was 
interested in similarities and differences between their views. For the FGDs with political 
party youth I relied primarily on the “over the line” method that I will explain further 
below. I start here by listing and explaining the methods I used most (A & B). Thereafter 
I list and briefly explain methods I used less or for very specific target-groups (C & D). 

A. Methods used in FGDs with both urban and rural young adults

1. Suku organigram 

1. The group was divided in smaller groups of three to five participants.
2. Each group received an A3 sheet of paper and a pile of coloured paper circles in 

different sizes.
3. I asked the groups to think about the different actors engaged in decision-making at 
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the suku level. The more power the actor had in the decision-making process, the 
bigger the circle they should pick. 

4. Once they had identified and ranked the actors according to their power within the 
decision-making process, I asked them to glue the circles to the A3 paper in a way 
that in their view transmitted best how the suku is organised (I did not specifically tell 
them to think in terms of the suku council. Nevertheless, most participants did).

5. After all groups had completed their organigram each group would chose one or 
two representatives who presented their organigram, explained their choices, and 
answered potential questions from the others or from me. 

Added value
This exercise helped me to identify which actors play a role in the suku according to the 
young adults. It also allowed me to identify the central position ascribed to the suku 
council by my interlocutors and to learn about actors I had not heard of before, such as 
the Kableha. The different sizes of the circles allowed us to discuss different positions 
of power within the suku, as participants did not always agree with each other on this 
topic. 

2. Challenges diagram 

1. The group was divided in smaller groups of three to five participants.
2. Each group was given a flipchart on which they found a four-tiered diagram, cut in 

four sections. The most inner tier represented the family, the second the suku, the 
third the district, and the fourth the nation-state. The four sections were provided to 
them one by one.

3. I first asked them to write down which challenges they faced at the level of the family, 
suku, district, and nation-state. 
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4. After they had filled in the challenges, I asked them to brainstorm about their duties 
at each of those levels.

5. Subsequently I asked them to think about and write down which actions they could 
undertake to address the challenges they had identified. 

6. Finally, I asked them to think of who could help them with those actions. 
7. In some groups we had a presentation session after each of the four sections (challenges, 

duties, actions and helpers) were completed. In most groups however, due to time 
constrains, diagrams were only presented and discussed after total completion. 

Added value
These diagrams gave me a wealth of information about how young people see and 
position themselves at different levels of their community/nation-state. It also provided 
me with crucial insights into the difficulties young adults (especially in rural areas) have 
in formulating what actions they can undertake themselves to address challenges they 
identify. The actions section was always the most challenging to all groups. Furthermore, 
it was interesting to observe which actors young adults identified as potential supporters 
and to see how descriptions (both about challenges and about duties/actions) became 
vaguer as the scale moved away from the family and towards the national level. 

3. Problem Tree

1. The group was divided in smaller groups of three to five participants.
2. Each group was given a flipchart on which they found a drawing of a tree. They also 

received three types of post-its. 
3. First I asked them to write problems young people face on the yellow post-its and to 

glue them to the tree trunk.
4. Then I asked them to think about where those problems came from, what the roots 

of those problems were. These they could write on the blue post-its and glue them to 
the roots.
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5. And thirdly I asked them to identify actions that could help solve the problems or 
address the roots and to fix those to the branches of the tree. 

6. When completed the trees were presented to the other participants and to me, 
potential questions were answered, and differing opinions were discussed. 

Added value
In addition to the Challenges Diagram which was very much directed at the young adults 
themselves and the challenges they faced personally, the Problem Tree allowed me to 
analyse how young adults present the position of young adults in general. It also allowed 
me to explore what connections they make between the problems and the root causes 
of those problems. Hence, the Problem Tree served mostly to discuss and analyse the 
relations between the problems, their underlying causes and the room for action young 
people see for themselves to address those roots or solve those problems. 

4. Ranking institutions

1. I only used this method with rural young adults in the western district where I 
conducted research.

2. The group was divided in smaller groups of three to five participants.
3. Each group was given a flipchart on which they found a table with five rows and three 

columns. They were also given five post-its with the words: church, lisan, kultura, uma 
lulik, and tara bandu on them.

4. First I asked them to rank the institutions from the most important to the least 
important in their eyes. I asked them to glue the post-its in the first column accordingly.

5. Then I asked them to describe, for each institution, what their participation in the 
corresponding institution consisted of.

6. And finally I asked them to write, in the third column, what they would like to change 
about that institution. 

7. After completion the ranking was presented and discussed.
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Added value
This exercise gave me valuable insights into how passive young people are in customary 
institutions. It also prompted interlocutors to explain many of the traditions conducted 
within these institutions as they often wrote down concepts I was unfamiliar with. And 
finally, it made me aware of how afraid young people were even to talk about changing 
lisan institutions. This gave me important insights into not only the fear of lisan, but also 
the feeling of impotence young people have in relation to it. 

B. Method used in FGDs with political party youth

5. Over the line

1. I divided the room into two sides with a line of tape on the floor. I explained to the 
participants which side was the “agree” side and which one was the “disagree” side. 

2. First I gave the group a statement and let each individual choose where to position 
themselves. If participants wanted, they could establish a scale of (dis)agreement by 
moving closer to, or further from the line.

3. Once everyone had established their position, I walked among them and asked them 
to elucidate their position. Sometimes I asked people from different camps to react 
on each other’s answers. 

4. If someone changed their mind, they were also allowed to change their position and 
explain why. 

Added value
Time constrains did not allow me to work with political party youth with the more time-
consuming methods I have described above. Also, party youth were more used to talking 
and discussing in public. Therefore, it was easier to rely on this method with them than 
with groups of young people not so used to participate in discussions. 
Using the “over the line” method allowed for more lively discussions than a “classic” FGD, 
as participants were in movement. It also demanded a positioning from each participant 
which meant that leaving the discussion up to the more active members of the group 
was not an option for less avid participants. Having participants face each other across a 
line at times also created discussions in which participants almost seemed to forget that 
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I was there, such as was the case during the konjak discussion with Fretilin youth. 
I used “over the line” mainly to talk with young adults about generational power 
dynamics within political parties, about whether they felt heard and seen, about which 
generation they trusted more to do the governing, and about their future dreams and 
ambitions within politics. 

C. Other methods

6. Good and bad contributions of politicians
Here participants could write down on differently coloured post-its what they saw 
as good and bad contributions of politicians. These were then glued to a poster and 
discussed.

7. Feeling included and excluded
Participants received a pile of little papers with different institutions or actions written 
on them (for example: political parties, tara bandu, agricultural development, elections, 
cultural activities, formal education, conflict resolution, decision-making process in the 
parliament, etc). They also received a flipchart with a circle drawn on it. They could glue 
the things they felt included in inside the circle and the things they felt excluded from 
on the outside of the circle. This served as a basis for a discussion on participation and 
experiences of exclusion. 

8. Writing a letter to a politician 
I asked participants to pick a politician they would like to address personally (state 
secretary of youth and sports, district governor, prime minister, etc) and then write him/
her a letter with what they would like to tell and or ask him/her. In one suku, participants 
only started writing after I promised that I would never actually send that letter to the 
politician addressed. 

9. Citizenship participation of different age sets
I asked alumni of the youth parliament to describe, for the different age sets (children, 
youth, adults and elderly) what their rights and duties were as citizens and what kind of 
behaviour would make them into exceptionally good or bad citizens.

10. Generations and their participation in society
I asked the alumni of the youth parliament to identify the different generations in East 
Timorese society and to develop a fictional representative for each generation. This 
method is further explained in chapter 3. 
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D. Semi-structured life-history interview

As discussed in the introduction of this book I also conducted a number of what I have 
called semi-structured life-history interviews. These were life-history interviews in the 
sense that I asked interviewees to tell me about their lives, following a chronological 
order. I call them semi-structured because these interviews were largely structured by 
key-concepts I provided. Interviewees could choose which of the key-concepts they 
would use, and they could also add key-words as they liked. Nevertheless, the key-
concepts I provided naturally had a considerably structuring effect on the interview, as 
did my choice to ask them about the key-words in a chronological order. These semi-
structured life-history interviews had the time-span of between 60 and 120 minutes. 
This also distinguishes them from the more classical life-history interview which typically 
lasts longer and is conducted over the course of multiple encounters. As these interviews 
served primarily to provide background data on the protagonists of my research and due 
to time constrains (as they were almost all very busy) I opted for this less explorative and 
more directive semi-structured life-history interview method. 

1. I provided the interviewees with a long sheet of paper with an arrow drawn on it. I 
explained to them that it represented their life from their birth until the present day. 

2. I also provided them with a box of key-concepts on little papers. Examples of key-
concepts provided: happy childhood memories; sad childhood memories; inspiration 
during childhood; school; 1999; 20 May 2002; Conflict; 2006 crisis; university; work; 
uma lulik; lisan; activism; first time voting; being afraid; first time I felt a citizen; etc. 

3. I asked the interviewees to take time and look at the key-concepts, then pick those 
they would like to talk about and to place those on that chronological point of the life-
arrow where they had been relevant. I explained that they could also write concepts 
on the empty pieces of paper and add those too. 

4. When the interviewees finished placing their words along the arrow, I asked them 
to start at the outer left and explain to me why they had chosen to situate that key-
concept there. Then we moved chronologically along the line. We discussed each 
key-concept for as long as the interviewee wished to. 
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5. Once we had arrived at the present day, I would give the interviewees another set of 
papers, this time with emotions on them (optimistic, afraid, happy, hopeful, angry, 
apprehensive, worried, curious). I asked the interviewees to pick the emotion(s) they 
felt about the future and to place these to the right of the arrowhead. Once that was 
done, we discussed the interviewee’s emotions towards the future. 
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ANNEX III

Samenvatting in het Nederlands

Deze dissertatie gaat over een generatie die opgroeide terwijl de politieke identiteit 
van haar land werd gevormd. In Oost-Timor, de eerste natiestaat die in de 21e eeuw 
onafhankelijk werd, heeft de bevolking zich sinds de onafhankelijkheid in 2002 netjes 
opgedeeld in drie generaties. Deze geven de turbulente geschiedenis van het Portugese 
kolonialisme, de Indonesische bezetting, en de alom gevierde onafhankelijkheid weer. 
Oost-Timorezen die voor (grofweg) 1970 werden geboren, worden beschouwd als deel 
van de Portugese generatie. Degenen die tijdens de Indonesische bezetting (1975-1999) 
werden geboren en naar school gingen, vormen de Indonesische generatie. En ten 
slotte worden degenen die na het turbulente onafhankelijkheidsreferendum jaar (1999) 
geboren zijn, de nieuwe (of post-onafhankelijkheid) generatie genoemd. Mijn onderzoek 
richt zich echter op een generatie die buiten dit spectrum van generationele definiëring 
valt. Ik analyseer de positie van Oost-Timorese burgers die geboren werden en naar 
school gingen tijdens de Indonesische bezetting en die als jonge tieners de overgang naar 
onafhankelijkheid meemaakten. De jongvolwassenen (18 – 30 jaar) uit deze generatie 
behoren niet tot de Indonesische generatie omdat ze te jong waren om deel te nemen 
aan het verzet. Ook behoren ze niet tot de post-onafhankelijkheid generatie omdat ze 
zich de Indonesische bezetting, het onderwijs aan Indonesische scholen, en het geweld 
rondom het onafhankelijkheids-referendum goed herinneren. Omdat ze niet in een van 
de emic generatiecategorieën passen, ben ik mijn onderzoekspopulatie gaan definiëren 
als een tussengeneratie (in-between generation). 

De leden van deze tussengeneratie hebben een ambivalente positie als burgers 
binnen de natiestaat. Ondanks dat ze oud genoeg zijn om te stemmen, zich kandidaat 
te stellen voor politieke leiderschapsfuncties en formeel volwaardige burgers te zijn, 
worden jongvolwassenen van de tussengeneratie door oudere generaties als kinderen 
beschouwd omdat ze het land niet bevrijd hebben van de Indonesische bezetting. 
Jongvolwassenen hebben ideeën over wat er anders moet en/of kan en willen graag 
deelnemen, gezien, en gehoord worden. Desalniettemin, worden jongvolwassenen er 
keer op keer aan herinnerd dat ze hun oudsten moeten respecteren, zowel omdat het 
gewoonterecht dit vereist alsook omdat de oudere generaties respect en dankbaarheid 
verdienen voor de bevrijding van de natiestaat. De positie van jongvolwassenen van de 
tussengeneratie is dus een blinde vlek binnen de Oost-Timorese generatiedefiniëring. Ik 
argumenteer dat deze blinde vlek ten opzichte van jongvolwassenen zich ook uitbreidt 
in het systeem van politieke participatie en bestuur en zelfs binnen wetenschappelijk 
onderzoek in Oost-Timor.

Precies het er tussen-in-zijn van deze generatie verschaft ons waardevolle inzichten 
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over hoe jongvolwassenen tussen de wal en het schip raken. Verder vertelt het ons 
veel over de wal en het schip zelf. Door te analyseren hoe de jongvolwassenen tussen 
tegenstrijdige eisen navigeren, onderzoek ik de incoherenties van democratisering en 
van de daaraan verbonden heropleving van het gewoonterecht. Door hun discours over 
andere generaties en over zichzelf onder de loep te nemen, verschaf ik inzicht in hoe 
macht wordt verleend, legitimiteit wordt gecreëerd, en geschiedenis wordt geschreven 
en herinnerd. Door te analyseren waar kansen worden ontzegd en waar kansen 
worden gegeven (of genomen), verken ik de dagelijkse realiteit van de postconflict- en 
postkoloniale transitie in Oost-Timor. Door de tegenstrijdige eisen aan het burgerschap 
van jongvolwassenen in deze context te onderzoeken, ontwikkel ik een conceptualisering 
van burgerschap als een palimpsest. 

Een palimpsest is een (archeologisch bestudeerd) perkament waarop meerdere 
keren, in verschillende historische tijdperken, en vaak in verschillende talen, is 
geschreven. Aangezien in de Oudheid perkament schaars was werden oudere teksten 
(bijvoorbeeld in het Latijn uit de 6de eeuw) gedeeltelijk weg geschraapt en werd er 
opnieuw overheen geschreven (bijvoorbeeld in het Syrisch uit de 9de eeuw). Hierdoor zijn 
er op een palimpsest vaak twee of meer verschillende teksten te ontcijferen. Ik gebruik 
het concept palimpsest hier als een metafoor om burgerschap te bestuderen. Net als dat 
er op een palimpsest verschillende talen samenvloeien, stel ik dat burgerschap wordt 
opgemaakt door verschillende ideeën van wat burgerschap is. Deze verschillende ideeën 
kunnen uit verschillende tijdperken, culturen of instituties komen. Samen vormen 
zij een beeld van wat burgerschap is waarin verschillende aspecten samenvloeien, 
overlappen maar elkaar soms ook tegenspreken. Deze verschillende ideeën noem ik, 
in het verlengde van Hansen en Stepputat’s (2001) languages of stateness, en om in de 
palimpsest metafoor te blijven: burgerschapstalen. Door burgerschap te benaderen als 
een palimpsest ontwikkel ik inzichten in wat burgerschap is, hoe het tot stand komt en 
hoe we het etnografisch kunnen bestuderen.

Deze dissertatie bestaat uit drie delen. Het eerste deel (Living in the Shadow of 
History – hoofdstuk 2 en 3) brengt het onderzoek en de onderzoekspopulatie in een 
context. Het schetst de historische achtergrond van intergenerationele relaties en 
conflicten en introduceert daarmee de alomtegenwoordigheid van dit historische 
discours in het dagelijkse leven van jongvolwassenen. Ook conceptualiseert het 
jongvolwassenen als een tussengeneratie. Het tweede deel (Living among Ancestors – 
hoofdstuk 4 en 5) gaat in op de bestuurssystemen, en de deelname van jonge volwassenen 
daaraan, op het lokale niveau van de suku (dorp). Het onderzoekt de centrale positie 
van gewoonterechtelijke instituties en de daarmee verbonden gerontocratische relaties. 
Het derde deel (Living among Heroes – hoofdstuk 6 en 7) richt zich op het nationale 
niveau en op democratische partijpolitiek. Het onderzoekt de notie van precedence 
(gewoonterechtelijk voorrang). In dit deel kijk ik hoe verhalen uit het verleden worden 
ingezet door oudere generaties binnen politieke partijen als middel om hun eigen 
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precedence te verdedigen. Hierdoor ontstaat een nieuwe vorm van gerontocratie, die 
ik historische gerontocratie heb genoemd. In dit deel ga ik na hoe jongvolwassenen die 
actief zijn in politieke partijen door deze historische gerontocratie heen navigeren, en 
hoe zij omgaan met een gevoelde schuld tegenover hun voorgangers die zo groot is 
dat zij niet kan worden terugbetaald (unreciprocable debt). Hoofstuk 1 en hoofdstuk 8 
vormen de introducerende en concluderende omranding van het argument. 

Hoofdstuk 1 (Introduction) introduceert de thematiek en de context van het 
onderzoek, de methoden waarmee data zijn verzameld, en het theoretische kader aan 
de hand waarvan de data zijn geanalyseerd. Theoretisch draait deze analyse rondom 
drie thema’s: generaties, gewoonterecht en burgerschap. Gebaseerd op Mannheim 
(1952) zie ik generaties niet als strakke leeftijdscohorten maar eerder als discursief 
gevormde groepen. Deze definiëren zich als een generatie omdat ze belangrijke 
historische momenten in dezelfde levensfase hebben meegemaakt. Dit alleen is echter 
niet genoeg. Het discursieve herhalen van dit toebehoren en het zich afzetten tegen 
andere generaties zijn even cruciaal in het tot stand komen van een generatie. In Oost-
Timor is niet alleen het toebehoren aan een generatie beslissend voor de positie van 
een individu in de samenleving. Gewoonterecht is ook een belangrijk aspect van hoe 
mensen zich tot elkaar verhouden. Ondanks dat gewoonterecht gepresenteerd wordt 
als een traditie die oraal en onveranderd is doorgegeven vanaf de tijd van de mythische 
voorvaderen laat ik zien hoe gewoonterechtelijke instituties op hun eigen manier een 
heel eigentijds karakter hebben. Deze instituties worden steeds meer opgenomen in 
lokaal democratisch en decentraal bestuur in postkoloniale landen en ik overweeg de 
invloed hiervan op intergenerationele machtsdynamieken. 

Ten slotte bespreek ik het concept burgerschap. De sociaalwetenschappelijke kijk 
op burgerschap is veranderd van een status die mensen wel of niet hebben naar iets 
wat mensen doen. Deze paradigmaverschuiving stelt ons in staat ook het burgerschap 
te bestuderen van mensen die misschien niet officieel als burgers worden erkend. Ik 
stel namelijk dat burgerschap meer is dan de relatie tussen een burger en de staat (ook 
wel verticaal burgerschap genoemd). Burgerschapsrelaties bestaan ook tussen burgers 
(horizontaal burgerschap). Ook wordt de toegang tot burgerschap sterk beïnvloed 
door andere sub-staat of niet-statelijke instituties (bijvoorbeeld familie, suku-raad of 
internationale organisaties). Mijn onderzoek laat zien dat de interactie tussen deze 
verschillende verticale en horizontale burgerschapsrelaties vereist dat we een kijk op 
burgerschap ontwikkelen die het status paradigma (hoe worden mensen beperkt) met 
het actie paradigma (hoe geven mensen alsnog vorm aan hun burgerschap) moeten 
combineren. Daarvoor ontwikkel ik de analyse van burgerschap als een palimpsest zoals 
hierboven uitgelegd. De burgerschapspalimpsest helpt ons burgerschap te analyseren 
vanuit zijn tegenstrijdigheden. Jongeren moeten met deze tegenstrijdigheden omgaan 
en doen dat door te navigeren (naar Vigh 2006). Navigeren betekent hier het zich 
tactisch bewegen om in te spelen op een omgeving die zelf in beweging is. Dit gebruik 
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is al metafoor om te analyseren hoe jongvolwassenen, in een staat die zich nog vormt 
en in generationele machtsverhoudingen die verschuiven, een eigen zicht proberen te 
ontwikkelen op wat hun plek in de samenleving is en wat hun burgerschap inhoudt. 

In de inleiding beschrijf ik verder mijn kwalitatieve onderzoeksmethoden en 
reflecteer ik uitgebreid op mijn positionering in het onderzoek. Deze dissertatie is 
gebaseerd op vijftien maanden veldwerk. Tien hiervan vonden plaats in het kader van 
mijn promotie en vijf waren deel van mijn masterprogramma in 2012. De tien maanden 
waren verdeeld over drie veldwerk periodes in 2015, 2017 en 2018. Mijn hoofdlocatie 
was de hoofdstad Dili. Om ook de realiteit van jongeren in de rurale gebieden te leren 
kennen woonde ik in 2015 twee maanden in een dorp in een ruraal gebied ten westen 
van Dili en sprak ik in 2017 met jongeren in twee districten in het oosten van het land. 
Mijn onderzoeksmethoden bestonden uit participerende observatie, kwalitatieve 
semigestructureerde interviews en focusgroepsdiscussies. Ook ontwikkelde ik meer 
participatieve vormen van focusgroepsdiscussies. Deze methoden presenteer in bijlage 
II. In de reflectie over mijn positionering ga ik in op mijn status als witte, jonge vrouw 
in het veld. Ik reflecteer op hoe ik door deze status veel aandacht kreeg en onderzoeks 
participanten in het algemeen zeer geïnteresseerd waren om aan mijn onderzoek 
deel te nemen. Ondanks dat deze aandacht voor mij vaak ongemakkelijk was gaf 
ze mij ook een voorsprong op lokale onderzoekers die moeilijker toegang krijgen tot 
onderzoek locaties of gesprekspartners. Ook stel ik vast dat mijn dubbele koloniale 
achtergrond (Nederlandse en Portugese) mij ongemakkelijk maakten maar dit ongemak 
niet werd gedeeld door mijn gesprekspartners. Bovendien zorgde dit ervoor dat ik, in 
een context waar Portugezen niet geliefd zijn, door kon gaan voor een Nederlandse, 
terwijl mijn kennis van de Portugese taal mij groot voordeel gaf bij het leren van Tetun. 
Ten slotte reflecteer ik op waarom het vloeiend Tetun spreken belangrijk was, niet 
alleen voor de toegankelijkheid van gesprekspartners maar ook voor inzichten in mijn 
onderzoeksthematiek. 

Hoofdstuk 2 (The Birth of a Nation-State: contextualizing in-betweenness) geeft een 
overzicht van de geschiedenis van Oost-Timor vanaf de pre-koloniale tijd tot en met de 
ontwikkelingen die onmiddellijk voorafgingen aan het moment van mijn eerste veldwerk 
(2012). In dit historische overzicht leg ik vast welke ontwikkelingen de basis hebben 
gelegd voor het ontstaan van de natiestaat en de realiteit waarin de hoofdrolspelers van 
mijn onderzoek zijn opgegroeid. Ik stel dat deze ontwikkelingen ook in belangrijke mate 
vorm hebben gegeven aan het burgerschap van deze hoofdrolspelers. Het Portugese 
kolonialisme liet een cruciale erfenis na. Een aspect van deze erfenis was een in het 
Portugees opgeleide elite die zich duidelijk anders voelde dan hun Indonesische buren. 
Deze elite pleitte voor een volledige Oost-Timorese onafhankelijkheid toen Portugal 
besloot snel te vertrekken nadat de Anjerrevolutie in 1974 het einde van het koloniale 
tijdperk inluidde. De brute Indonesische invasie in 1975 en het heldhaftig verzet 
daartegen wakkerden de identiteit van de Oost-Timorese bevolking verder aan. Het 
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directe, structurele en symbolische geweld van de Indonesische bezettingsmacht heeft 
de natie diep getekend en getraumatiseerd. Daardoor bevorderde het de mythische 
uitstraling van de verzetsbeweging. Door forse investeringen in de onderwijssector, 
creëerde de Indonesische bezetting echter ook een nieuwe generatie van Indonesisch-
sprekende Oost-Timorese jongvolwassenen. Deze werd bekend als de Indonesische 
generatie. 

Eind jaren tachtig en in de jaren negentig, kwam Indonesië meer onder druk 
om buitenlandse waarnemers tot het Oost-Timorese grondgebied toe te laten en een 
referendum over onafhankelijkheid toe te staan. De tussengeneratie werd in deze 
tijd geboren. Als kinderen bezochten zij Indonesische scholen en merkten zij dat hun 
Indonesische klasgenoten er economisch beter aan toe waren. Verder zagen zij dat 
hun ouders bang waren en dat er soms op straat werd geschoten. Hierdoor wisten zij 
dat er dingen aan de hand waren die zij niet begrepen. De meesten wisten echter niet 
dat er een onafhankelijkheidsstrijd werd gevoerd. Het geweld en de intimidatie door 
Indonesische militairen en pro-Indonesische milities namen toe toen Indonesië instemde 
met een referendum. Dit geweld liep totaal uit de hand toen in september 1999 werd 
aangekondigd dat 78,5 procent van de bevolking voor onafhankelijkheid had gestemd. 
Een groot deel van de infrastructuur werd in brand gestoken of vernietigd. Mensen 
werden op willekeurige wijze en op klaarlichte dag op straat vermoord totdat een 
internationale vredesmacht werd ingezet. Het hoofdstuk beschrijft vervolgens hoe de 
jaren na de onafhankelijkheid gekenmerkt werden door zeer hoge verwachtingen aan de 
nieuwe onafhankelijke natiestaat en haar democratie. Ook wordt onderzocht hoe (inter)
nationale inspanningen op het gebied van staatsvorming en natievorming de bestaande 
gewoonterechtelijke structuren niet meenamen in hun analyse en beleid. Dit terwijl 
deze instituties tijdens kolonisatie en bezetting vaak centraal waren in het reguleerden 
van het dagelijkse leven in (rurale) gemeenschappen. Onopgeloste conflicten binnen 
de verzetsbeweging die onder de oppervlakte waren blijven smeulen leidden tot felle 
(intergenerationele) conflicten tussen de Portugese en Indonesische generaties en, 
in 2006, tot een politiek-militaire crisis. Tijdens deze crisis verdeelde de samenleving 
zich langs regionale lijnen. Dit was een moment van politiek bewustwording voor veel 
van de jonge hoofdrolspelers in deze dissertatie. Jonge mannen werden grotendeels 
verantwoordelijk gehouden voor het geweld tijdens de crisis van 2006. Ik ga na hoe 
dit perspectief op gewelddadige jongeren de intergenerationele machtsdynamieken 
negeert die verantwoordelijk waren voor de ontgoocheling en de desoriëntatie van de 
jongeren die deelnamen aan het geweld. 

Hoofdstuk 3 (The problem of being in-between: history, legacy an generations in 
Timor-Leste) gaat in op de categorie die de grootste relevantie heeft bij het analyseren van 
de rol van jongeren in machtsinstituties: het behoren tot een generatie. Het hoofdstuk 
begint met een duiding van hoe de historische ontwikkelingen die in hoofdstuk 2 worden 
beschreven hebben geleid tot het ontstaan van verschillende generaties in Oost-Timor. 
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Ook wordt onderzocht hoe deze generatiecategorieën van toenemend belang zijn 
geworden tijdens de machtsstrijd op het politieke toneel na de onafhankelijkheid. De 
Portugese generatie, of althans de elite van voormalige verzetshelden van die generatie, 
kon in de nieuwe onafhankelijke staat de hoogste posities van macht bekleden. Dit had 
grote invloed op hoe de grondwet werd geschreven en welke keuzes daarin werden 
gemaakt. Zo werd bijvoorbeeld naast Tetun het Portugees als nationale taal gekozen, 
waardoor het Indonesisch (met Engels) alleen noch maar als “werktaal” gold. Hierdoor 
voelden veel leden van de Indonesische generatie (die geen Portugees spraken omdat 
Portugees onder de Indonesische bezetting verboden was) zich uitgesloten van 
relevante politieke participatie. In de eerste jaren van de onafhankelijkheid vestigde de 
Portugese generatie zich dan ook als de rechtmatige machthebbers. Om deze positie 
te onderbouwen, creëerden zijn een narratief waarin nationale identiteit, burgerschap 
en toebehoren sterk verbonden werden met zelfopoffering en leed tijdens de jaren 
van de Indonesische bezetting. Dit werd gedeeltelijk betwist door de Indonesische 
generatie die hun eigen positie, hun eigen offers en hun eigen leed binnen de verzets- 
en studentenbewegingen op de agenda zetten. Hiermee versterkten zij echter alleen het 
narratief dat de Portugese generatie had gecreëerd. Generaties werden hierdoor steeds 
meer bepaald door de taal waarmee ze gesocialiseerd waren en de rol die ze hadden 
gespeeld in het verzet. 

Ik onderzoek hoe de eerder beschreven tussengeneratie zich positioneert tussen 
enerzijds de Portugese en Indonesische generatie en anderzijds de generatie van hun 
jongere broers en zussen die na de onafhankelijkheid zijn geboren. Het hoofdstuk 
beschrijft ook dat de tussengeneratie niet homogeen is, hoewel er belangrijke gedeelde 
ervaringen en kenmerken zijn. Het hoofdstuk identificeert en verkent daarom vier 
breuklijnen die door de tussengeneratie lopen: (1) woonplaats (stedelijk of landelijk); (2) 
werkeloosheid; (3) gender; en (4) opleidingsniveau.

Hoofdstuk 4 (Navigating the ancestral realm: lisan, gerontocracy and deferential 
citizenship) onderzoekt de relaties van jongeren met lisan en hoe lisan vormgeeft aan 
hun burgerschapspalimpsest. Lisan kan vertaald worden als gewoonterecht, al is het 
meer dan dat. Lisan is nauw verwant aan de erfenis van overleden maar metafysisch 
aanwezige voorouders en aan de wetten en tradities die zij hebben nagelaten. Er wordt 
alomtegenwoordig vanuit gegaan dat deze voorouders het niet nakomen van lisan 
bestraffen. Deze straf kan verschillende vormen aannemen zoals ongelukken, ziektes 
of zelfs een plotselinge dood. Dit hoofdstuk theoretiseert het begrip gewoonterecht 
en hoe het de afgelopen decennia is ingezet als potentieel wondermiddel voor 
democratische decentralisatie in een aantal postkoloniale natiestaten. Het inzetten van 
het gewoonterecht wordt door verschillende wetenschappers bekritiseerd omdat het 
gerontocratische en patriarchale machtsdynamieken van lokale elites kan versterken. Dit 
hoofdstuk illustreert dit punt van kritiek gedeeltelijk. Jongeren zijn zeer overtuigd van de 
macht van lisan en vooral van de macht van hun voorouders om hen te straffen. Het zijn 
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vooral oudere mannen die bemiddelen tussen de levende en hun overleden voorouders. 
Deze positie van bemiddelaar geeft oudere mannen een dominante positie ten opzichte 
van jongeren. Vanuit deze positie kunnen zij jongvolwassenen disciplineren door hen te 
dreigen met de toorn van boze voorouders. 

Ik identificeer drie instituties binnen lisan die relevant zijn voor het leven van 
jongeren. In alle drie spelen intergenerationele relaties een belangrijke rol. De eerste 
van deze instituties is de uma lulik, het huis van de voorouders. In de uma lulik leert de 
jongvolwassene wat haar positie is in haar familie en in haar afstammingslijn. Kennis van 
deze positie is heel belangrijk omdat die bepaalt hoe zij anderen moeten aanspreken en 
welke taboes zij moet respecteren. Bovendien geeft de uma lulik haar leden een gevoel 
van geografisch en sociaal toebehoren dat centraal is voor de persoonlijke identiteit. De 
tweede institutie van lisan is nauw verbonden met de uma lulik omdat het de relaties 
tussen verschillende families regelt. Families zijn verwant aan elkaar als fetosan (familie 
van de bruidegom) of als umane (familie van de bruid). Deze relaties bepalen wie met 
wie kan trouwen en ze vestigen relaties van reciprociteit tussen deze families. Ten slotte 
reguleert lisan het leven van jongeren door de tara bandu institutie. Tara bandu is 
een set van regels die door de gemeenschap (maar meestal door de ouderen) wordt 
vastgelegd. Het stelt ook vooraf boetes vast voor het overtreden van deze regels. Tara 
bandu kan van alles bepalen, van wanneer bepaalde gewassen kunnen worden geoogst, 
tot welke boete moet worden betaald in het geval van een scheiding, tot zelfs een 
minimumleeftijd voor het hebben van verkering. Ook in tara bandu zijn het dus weer 
de (voornamelijk mannelijke) oudsten van de gemeenschap die regels vastleggen en 
hun handhaving controleren. Zo staan jongvolwassenen onderaan de gerontocratische 
machtshiërarchie in al deze instituties van lisan. Deze instellingen geven vorm aan een 
taal van burgerschap die bepaalt dat jongvolwassenen in de eerste plaats eerbiedige 
(deferent) burgers moeten zijn die hun oudsten en lisan regels respecteren. Het hoofdstuk 
sluit af met een onderzoek naar hoe deze gewoonterechtelijke taal van burgerschap in 
de praktijk vormgeeft aan het burgerschap palimpsest van jongvolwassenen. Ook wordt 
onderzocht hoe jongvolwassenen vanuit hun positie door lisan instituties navigeren en 
hoe ze manieren ontwikkelen om de regels van lisan te trotseren zonder openlijk in de 
confrontatie te gaan. 

Hoofdstuk 5 (Governing the local: belonging, citizenship and in-betweenness in the 
suku) analyseert hoe de taal van burgerschap die jongeren leert dat ze in de eerste plaats 
eerbiedige burgers moeten zijn, vorm aanneemt op het niveau van lokaal bestuur: de 
suku (dorp). De suku is het laagste niveau van lokaal bestuur in het decentralisatieproject 
van de staat. Op die manier is het een niveau waarop verschillende talen van burgerschap 
bij elkaar komen en elkaar soms tegenspreken. De suku-raad, die de suku bestuurt, is 
een bestuurlijke hybride die elementen van lisan en elementen van representatieve 
democratie combineert. Suku-raad leden zijn echter meer dan alleen bestuurders. Ze 
zijn ook dorpsbewoners die hun verwantschapsrelaties (kunnen) instrumentaliseren en 
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bepaalde gerontocratische en patriarchale opvattingen over bestuur meebrengen. 
De suku wet bepaalt dat suku jongeren in de suku-raad worden vertegenwoordigd 

door twee jongerenvertegenwoordigers, een jonge vrouw en een jonge man. De 
inhoud van deze positie wordt echter niet nader gespecificeerd door de wet. De positie 
van deze jongerenvertegenwoordigers illustreert hoe in de suku twee tegenstrijdige 
burgerschapstalen op de burgerschapspalimpsest botsen. Een van die burgerschapstalen 
wordt gevormd door de gewoonterechtelijke opvattingen over burgerschap. Deze 
definieert jongeren als onvoltooide burgers die stil moeten zijn, de oudsten moeten 
respecteren, en geduldig moeten afwachten en leren tot hun tijd om te regeren is 
aangebroken. De andere burgerschapstaal komt van de liberaal-democratische staat en 
internationale partners die zich bezighouden met staatsvorming en democratisering. 
Deze burgerschapstaal komt tot uiting in de suku wet en stelt dat jonge burgers zowel 
het recht alsook de plicht hebben om actief deel te nemen. Jongerenvertegenwoordigers 
in de suku-raad bewegen zich tussen deze twee talen van burgerschap en tussen 
tegenstrijdige verwachtingen. Zo worden ze vaak berispt omdat ze ofwel vanuit het 
oogpunt van de participatieve democratie te passief zijn of vanuit het oogpunt van het 
gewoonterechtelijk bestuur te actief en te brutaal. Dit leidt tot ontgoocheling en het zich 
terugtrekken van suku jongerenvertegenwoordigers.

Hoofdstuk 6 (Narrating the politics of precedence: political parties romanticising 
the past) Houdt zich bezig met het nationale bestuursniveau en gaat in op de notie van 
precedence (gewoonterechtelijke voorrang) binnen democratische politieke partijen. 
Het idee van precedence komt voort uit het gewoonterecht in de Oost-Indonesische 
archipel en definieert een orde waarin afstammingsgroepen of individuen ten opzichte 
van elkaar worden gepositioneerd met betrekking tot (rituele) macht. Het idee van 
precedence is nauw verbonden met een het idee van een (mythische) oorsprong. Hoe 
duidelijker een afstammingsgroep of een individu zijn persoonlijke geschiedenis kan 
verbinden met het mythische beginpunt van de afstammingslijn of van een volk, hoe 
meer precedence hij zal hebben. Daarom is een narratief van oorsprong van cruciaal 
belang voor het definiëren en betwisten van precedence. Deze notie van precedence is 
ook aanwezig in de nationale democratische politiek. Ik identificeer de geboorte van de 
Oost-Timorese natie als een punt van oorsprong waarnaar politici verwijzen en waar ze 
hun individuele verhalen mee verbinden om hun eigen positie in de politieke rangorde te 
vestigen. De geboorte van de natie is echter geen duidelijk aanwijsbaar moment. Het is 
daarom een twistappel tussen, en zelfs binnen, generaties. Hoe dichter een politicus zijn 
(of heel zelden haar) persoonlijke geschiedenis met dit mythische punt van oorsprong 
van de natiestaat kan verweven, hoe meer gezag en aanzien hij of zij zal krijgen. 

Politiek gaat dan ook in de eerste plaats over geschiedenis en over het verleden. Dit 
sluit de tussengeneratie uit omdat zij slechts weinig persoonlijke verhalen kunnen vertellen 
die een direct verband hebben met de geboorte van de natie. Generatieverschillen 
worden dus benadrukt in de politiek, omdat zowel de Portugese alsook de Indonesische 
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generaties deze gebruiken om hun positie te betwisten en te versterken. Deze focus op de 
geschiedenis van het verzet en het leed en de offers die daarmee gepaard gingen, leert de 
jongere generaties dat ze een onbetaalbare schuld dragen ten opzichte van de Portugese 
en Indonesische generaties. Dit gevoel van verschuldigd zijn vormt het burgerschap van 
jongvolwassenen. Daardoor is de tussengeneratie overtuigd dat zij geen recht hebben 
om zich op het politieke toneel te doen gelden, zolang er oudere generaties zijn die meer 
gewicht in de schaal kunnen leggen, die meer precedence hebben. Pas als deze van het 
toneel verdwijnen, denkt de tussengeneratie het te mogen overnemen. 

Het hoofdstuk sluit af met de analyse van een kleine partij (KHUNTO) die de 
historische gerontocratie en precedence lijkt uit te dagen door lisan in de politiek te 
brengen. KHUNTO-leden zweren hun levenslange trouw aan de partij en aan eerlijke 
en corruptievrije politiek. De entiteiten die tijdens deze eed worden opgeroepen zijn 
hun voorouders en hun uma lulik. Als zodanig worden de voorouders uitgenodigd 
om deze eed af te dwingen en leden te straffen wanneer zij deze eed breken. Ik denk 
dat het groeiende enthousiasme voor KHUNTO onder jonge (en vaak gefrustreerde) 
volwassenen kan worden verklaard door het feit dat KHUNTO zichzelf niet opbouwt 
rondom de geschiedenis (die jongeren uitsluit), maar rondom lisan (die ondanks de 
gerontocratische organisatieprincipes beschikbaar is voor jonge mensen). KHUNTO 
vestigt lisan dus op de palimpsest van het staatsburgerschap in het domein van de 
democratische politieke participatie. Echter, of het nu door vertellingen over verzet en 
leed is, of door het introduceren van lisan, partijen aan beide zijden van het spectrum 
bevestigen en versterken het idee van precedence. Zo wordt de jongere generaties geleerd 
dat er zoiets bestaat als precedence en dat de orde ervan moet worden gerespecteerd, 
ook in de democratische partijpolitiek.

Hoofdstuk 7 (Being the future: navigating precedence, politics and unreciprocable 
debt) analyseert hoe jongeren die actief lid zijn in politieke partijen door precedence 
structuren navigeren en hoe zijn omgaan met de tegenstrijdige verwachtingen die 
politieke partijen van hen hebben. Het hoofdstuk begint met het presenteren van een 
kleine minderheid van jongvolwassenen die, in tegenstelling tot de meerderheid van 
hun leeftijdsgenoten, niet teleurgesteld is over politieke partijen. Vervolgens wordt 
er gekeken naar wat hen motiveert om actief te zijn in politieke partijen ondanks hun 
herhaalde ervaringen met uitsluiting door oudere generaties. Deze jongvolwassenen 
zitten in de jongere afdelingen van politieke partijen die een dubbele opdracht hebben: 
de partij van stemmende massa’s voorzien en jonge partijleden een ruimte bieden waar 
ze politiek kunnen leren. 

De casestudy van de jongerenafdeling van de politieke partij Fretilin illustreert hoe 
jongvolwassenen voortdurend met de geschiedenis worden geconfronteerd, zelfs bij de 
oprichting van een partijjongerenafdeling. In politieke partijen bewegen jongeren zich 
op een complex terrein waarop zij, net als in de suku-raad, al snel worden uitgemaakt 
voor óf te lui, óf te brutaal en ambitieus. De navigatie door dit complexe gebied wordt 
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uitgevoerd door middel van drie technieken. De eerste techniek is het bagatelliseren 
van politieke ambities. In Oost-Timor is het een belediging om ambitieus genoemd 
te worden. Jongvolwassenen benadrukken dan ook altijd dat ze geen persoonlijke 
politieke ambities hebben, dat ze de partij alleen maar willen dienen en dat ze bereid 
zijn om machtsposities in te nemen als hun leiders hen nodig hebben. Er wordt echter 
benadrukt dat dit niet zou worden gedaan voor persoonlijke roem. De tweede techniek 
is wat jongvolwassenen beschrijven als het niet meten van hun vermoeidheid. Hun 
persoonlijke investering in de partij en de offers die zij daarvoor brengen worden 
door jongvolwassenen altijd vergeleken met de onbetaalbare schuld die zij hebben 
ten opzichte van hun voorgangers die de natiestaat hebben bevrijd. Jongvolwassenen 
moeten dus niet te veel nadruk leggen op hun eigen offers en inzet voor de partij, 
anders lopen ze kans ervan te worden beschuldigd dat ze hun vermoeidheid meten. Hun 
vermoeidheid of leed worden nooit beschouwd als “echte” vermoeidheid of “echt” leed. 
Ten slotte benadrukken jongvolwassenen vaak dat ze niets van de partij vragen in ruil 
voor hun engagement. Jongeren zijn dankbaar dat de partij hen een ruimte biedt waarin 
ze over politiek en leiderschap kunnen leren. Meer dan dat te eisen zou onbeschaamd 
en brutaal zijn. 

Het idee van precedence leert jongvolwassenen dat hun tijd nog niet gekomen is. 
Zolang er oudere mensen zijn die het werk kunnen doen, moeten zij geduldig aan de 
zijlijn wachten en zich voorbereiden zodat zij er klaar voor zijn als hun tijd aanbreekt. In 
die zin worden jongvolwassenen dus gezien als onvoltooide burgers. In dit geval is het 
echter niet hun leeftijd die hun tot onvoltooide burgers maakt, maar eerder hun (lage) 
positie in de rangorde van precedence. De deelname van jonge volwassenen aan politieke 
partijen voegt zo een laagje toe aan hun burgerschapspalimpsest. Hierin leren zijn dat ze 
precedence moeten respecteren en geduldig genoegen moeten nemen met de rol van de 
leerlingen, tot de posities boven hen niet meer bezet zijn. Ondanks het feit dat sommige 
van hen al ver in de twintig, of zelfs in de dertig zijn, hebben zijn wel formele rechten als 
burger, maar tot zeer weinig van die rechten hebben zij substantieel toegang.

In het afsluitende hoofdstuk 8 (Conclusion: studying citizenship from between the 
cracks) worden de strengen van deze dissertatie met elkaar verweven. Dit hoofdstuk 
identificeert en beschrijft de drie burgerschapstalen die de palimpsest van de 
jongvolwassenen vormen. Ook wordt er aandacht besteed aan de instituties die vorm en 
inhoud geven aan elk van deze talen van burgerschap. Ten eerste leren de instituties die 
gerelateerd zijn aan lisan (uma lulik, fetosan/umane relaties en tara bandu regelgeving) 
jongvolwassenen van de tussengeneratie de taal van gewoonrechtelijk burgerschap. 
Deze taal is sterk verbonden met respect voor verwantschap, de oudsten, voorouders 
en de lisan regels. Het verwacht van jongvolwassenen dat zij zich terughoudend en 
respectvol opstellen ten opzichte van mensen met een hogere precedence. De taal 
van gewoonrechtelijk burgerschap wordt ook gekenmerkt door een sterk gevoel van 
toebehoren dat heel lokaal verankerd is. Ondanks het lokale aspect, wordt dit gevoel 
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van toebehoren door haar herhaling over het hele grondgebied van Oost-Timor ook van 
nationale betekenis. 

Ten tweede leren jongeren in politieke partijen de taal van patriottisch 
burgerschap. Politieke partijen zijn instituties waarin de machtsstrijd tussen generaties 
de meest duidelijk waarneembare vorm aanneemt. Politieke partijen en de generaties 
die daarin actief zijn, “schrijven” dus met een taal van patriottisch burgerschap op het 
burgerschap palimpsest van jongvolwassenen. Deze burgerschapstaal geeft een beeld 
van vroegere jonge burgers als heldhaftige figuren die bereid waren om alles, ook hun 
leven, op te offeren voor hun natiestaat. Het romantiseert de jeugd uit het verleden en 
confronteert zo de hedendaagse jeugd met een onhaalbaar (voor)beeld van wat jong 
burgerschap inhoudt. Door het verleden zo te romantiseren proberen oudere generaties 
hun voorrangspositie ten opzichte van de nieuwe en steeds hoger opgeleide generatie 
van jongvolwassenen in stand te houden. Daarmee creëren ze echter een generatie die 
voelt dat ze een onbetaalbare schuld draagt tegenover oudere generaties en daardoor 
onmeetbaar inferieur is ten opzichte van hen. De frustratie en desoriëntatie die hieruit 
voorkomen brengen jongeren ertoe zich uit politieke participatie terug te trekken en kan 
zelfs leiden tot gefrustreerde uitbarstingen van geweld zoals gebeurde tijdens de crisis 
van 2006. 

Het gevoel van desoriëntatie wordt versterkt door de tegenstrijdigheden tussen de 
taal van gewoonterechtelijke burgerschap en de taal van het patriottische burgerschap. 
Deze tegenstrijdigheden worden versterkt in hun interactie met een derde taal van 
burgerschap die te vinden is op de palimpsest van jongvolwassenen: de taal van het 
egalitaire staatsburgerschap. Na de onafhankelijkheid werd Oost-Timor het scenario 
voor intensieve staatsopbouw en natievorming. Zowel lokale elites als internationale 
actoren speelden een belangrijke rol in dit proces. De grondwet en wetten van de 
nieuwe natiestaat werden dan ook doordrenkt met een internationaal gevormde 
taal van egalitair burgerschap. Dezelfde burgerschapstaal wordt ook gepropageerd 
door actoren uit het maatschappelijk middenveld die lokaal actief zijn. Deze taal van 
egalitair burgerschap leert jongvolwassenen dat zij als burgers zowel plichten als rechten 
hebben en dat zij niet gediscrimineerd mogen worden op grond van hun leeftijd. Deze 
burgerschapstaal nodigt hen uit om zich als burgers actief in te zetten, andere jongeren 
te vertegenwoordigen en hun stem te laten horen (en verwacht het tot op zekere hoogte 
van hen). 

De burgerschapspalimpsest verenigt dus verschillende talen van burgerschap die 
elkaar overlappen en elkaar soms tegenspreken. Het samenkomen van deze talen getuigt 
niet alleen van de historische geboorte van de natie, maar ook van de generationele 
dimensies en de machtsstrijd die daaruit is voortgevloeid. Ik stel dat we bij het 
ontcijferen van de palimpsest kunnen vaststellen hoe deze talen worden toegeëigend, 
geïnterpreteerd en gebruikt om de ongelijke machtsverhoudingen tussen generaties in 
stand te houden en te legitimeren.
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De tussengeneratie biedt ons, in al haar verwarring, cruciale inzichten over 
burgerschap. Omdat zij als een tussengeneratie niet in de generationele categorisering 
van de Oost-Timoreese samenleving past, wordt haar burgerschap gekarakteriseerd 
door tegenstrijdige verwachtingen. Hierdoor nodigt de tussengeneratie ons uit om 
burgerschap kritisch te belichten. Zo kunnen we burgerschap analyseren vanuit de 
daarmee verbonden tegenstrijdigheden en vervolgens afstappen van burgerschap als 
een theoretisch concept en ideale vorm. Een generatie die tussen de wal en het schip 
valt geeft ons het inzicht dat een individu niet één simpele vorm van burgerschap heeft. 
Daarom ontwikkelde ik een theoretische benadering waarin ik burgerschap presenteer 
als een palimpsest waarop verschillende burgerschapstalen samenvloeien en elkaar 
mogelijk tegenspreken. Deze analyse doordringt ons ervan dat wat burgerschap betekent 
altijd gemaakt wordt en dat in dit proces macht een cruciale rol speelt. Ook herinnert 
het ons eraan dat wat burgerschap betekent altijd tijdelijk is. De tussengeneratie 
accepteert haar rol als bescheiden en respectvolle leerlingen met een onbetaalbare 
schuld aan de verzetsstrijders, omdat zij weten dat zij ooit ook precedence zullen hebben 
en aan de macht zullen komen. Hiermee laat de tussengeneratie zien dat burgerschap 
als status heel limiterend kan zijn en zelfs tot een vorm van identiteitscrisis kan leiden. 
Echter, er zit ook altijd beweging in en de inhoud van de burgerschapspalimpsest kan 
herschreven worden naarmate de tijd verstrijkt. Ik concludeer dus, aan de hand van 
de inzichten die de tussengeneratie ons verschaft, dat als we burgerschap etnografisch 
willen onderzoeken we moeten kijken naar welke burgerschapstalen samenvloeien op 
de burgerschapspalimpsest; welke historische, politieke en culturele contexten hebben 
geleid tot die samenstelling en ten slotte, wat burgers doen met de tegenstrijdigheden 
die daaruit voortvloeien.
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ANNEX IV

Resumu iha lian Tetun

Livru ida nee konaba jerasaun ida nebee boboot hamutuk ho sira nia estadu-nasaun. 
Timor-Leste rai primeiru nebee estabelece hanesan estadu-nasaun foun iha mundo iha 
sekulu rua-nulu resin ida. Ema Timor oan fahe ba jearasaun tolu. Jerasaun sira nee reflete 
istória Timor-Leste nian nebee karakteriza husi kolonialimu husi Portugal, okupasaun 
nakonu ho violénsia husi Indonesia nebee hosoru ho rezisténsia, no mos ukun rasik an 
desde tinan 2002. Ema Timor oan nebee moris mais o menus durante dekada 1970 ema 
konsidera sira hanesan jerasaun Portugeza. Ema nebee moris no mos ba eskola durante 
okupasaun Indonesia (1975 – 1999) ema konsidera sira hanesan jerasaun Indonesia. 
No ikus, ema nebee moris depois de tinan 1999 no mos referendu ukun rasik an, ema 
konsidera sira hanesan jerasaun foun (ka jerasaun post-ukun rasik an). Maibe, livru 
ida nee laos konaba jerasaun Portugeza, ka jerasaun Indonesia ka jerasaun post-ukun 
rasik an. Livru ida nee hakerek konaba sidadaun Timor oan nebee moris no hahu eskola 
durante tempo Indonesia no nebee haree tempu transisaun ba ukun rasik an durante 
sira foin-sae. Sira ohin mais o menus tinan 18 too tinan 30. Jerasaun ida nee la hola 
parte ba jerasaun Indonesia tanba durante okupasaun sira sei kiik liu atu partisipa iha 
movimentu rezisténsia. Maibe, sire mos la hola parte ba jerasaun post-ukun rasik an 
tanba sira sei hanoin okupasaun Indonesia, sira sosializa iha eskola Indonesia no sira sei 
hanoin violénsia durante periodu referendum nian. Tanba sira la pertense iha kategoria 
jenerasional ida, hau bolu sira jerasaun iha klaran. 

Posisaun nudar jerasaun iha klaran katak posisaun nudar sidadaun ladun klaru. 
Membru jerasaun iha klaran iha idade ona atu vota, ka atu kandidatu an. Entaun sira 
formalmente hanesan sidadaun. Maibe jerasaun sira tuan liu konsidera membru sira 
husi jerasaun iha klarak hanesan “labarik” tanba sira la konsegue liberta rai Timor-Leste 
husi okupasaun Indonesia. Membru sira husi jerasaun iha klaran hakarak partisipa, 
hakarak ema haree no rona sira maibe jerasaun sira tuan liu sembre fo hanoin ba joven 
sira katak sira tenke rona no respeita ema boot liu. Primeiru tanba lisan hanorin ema 
katak joven sira tenke respeitu ferik no katuas sira, no segundu tanba jerasaun sira nebee 
liberta rai husi okupasaun Indonesia mos tenke respeitu sira tanba sira nia sakrifísiu no 
terus durante tempu rezisténsia. Tanba nee, joven sira monu iha klaran laos deit em 
termos de jerasaun, sira mos monu iha klaran em termos de partisipasaun iha politika 
no governasaun. 

Livru ida nee defende katak posisaun iha klaran jerasaun ida nee nian mak bele 
fo informasaun mai ita nebee interesante. Tanba joven sira monu iha klaran sira bele 
ajuda ita atu haree no analiza sistema sira nebee halo sira monu iha klaran. Se ita analiza 
oinsa sira tenke maneja espectativa nebee la hanesan husi instituisaun sira, ita bele 
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aprende konaba prosesu demokratisasaun no mos konaba oinsa lisan no kostume hetan 
prioridade liu tan fali. Se ita analiza oinsa jerasaun iha klaran koalia konaba sira nia an, no 
mos konaba jerasaun sira seluk, ita bele aprende oinsa fo, foti, ka hetan poder, no mos 
oinsa istória nasaun nian halu husi ema nebee iha interese ke la hanesan. Se ita analiza 
oinsa jerasaun iha klaran haree no harii sira nia sidadania, ita bele aprende saida mak 
sidadania, oinsa ema halo sidadania no oinsa ita bele halo peskiza konaba sidadania. 

Iha livru ida nee hau konsidera ema nia sidadania hanesan palimpsest ida. 
Palimpsest nee mai husi disiplina archeologia. Palimpsest nee hanesan surat ida nebee 
ema iha tempu uluk halo husi animál nia kulit. Iha periodu istóriku oi-oin ema uza surat 
ida nee atu hakerek maibe sira la hamoos total hakerek tuan nebee iha tiha ona iha surat 
leten. Tanba nee, ita bele haree lian balun nebee hakerek la hanesan iha surat ida. Se 
ita konsidera sidadania nudar palimsest ida, nee katak iha ema ida nia hanoin ka visaun 
konaba sidadania, ita bele hetan influensia oi-oin husi periodu istória oi-oin no mos 
instituisaun oi-oin. Nee katak sidadania laos deit status ida nebee ema iha ka la iha. Nee 
katak sidadania kompostu husi parte oi-oin. Entaun, atu halo peskiza konaba ema nia 
sidadania ita tenke halo analize ba parte sira nee hotu atu hetan imajem ida ke kompletu. 

Livru ida nee fahe ba parte tolu. Parte primeiru (Living in the Shadow of History – 
Hela iha istória nia mahon – kapítulu 2 no 3) fo kontestu peskiza no populasaun peskiza 
nian. Parte nee halo explorasaun ba istória Timor-Leste nian, no mos esplika oinsa istória 
ida nee kria jerasaun nain haat nebee dala ruma iha konflitu ho malu. Parte ida nee 
moos hatudu katak istória rezisténsia importante loos iha Timor-Leste, no moos iha 
moris loro-loron joven sira nian. Parte segundu (Living among Ancestors – Hela iha bei-
ala sira nia leet – kapítulu 4 no 5) hateke ba kontestu lokal suku nian. Parte ida nee halo 
explorasaun ba oinsa lisan importante liu iha governasaun suku nian, oinsa suku governa 
husi ema katuas sira (gerontokrasia), no oinsa ida nee iha konsekuénsia sira ba joven 
sira nebee hakarak participa iha governansaun iha suku. No ikus liu, parte terseiru livru 
nian (Living among Heroes – Hela iha asuwain sira nia leet – kapítulu 6 no 7) hateke ba 
kontestu nasional nian no moos ba partidu polituku sira iha kontestu nasional. Parte ida 
nee analiza oinsa istória sira nebee ema konta konaba tempu rezisténsia importante iha 
partidu politiku sira. Ho ida nee jerasaun tuan sira estabelece katak sira make tenke ukun 
nasaun tanba sira mak liberta rai Timor-Leste. Ho ida nee sira kria forma gerontokrasia 
ida nebee hau bolu gerontokrasia istórika. Parte ida nee mos hatudu katak la fasil ba 
joven sira nebee la liberta patria, atu sente ema rona sira iha partidu politiku sira nia 
laran. Hau mos explora oinsa joven sira sente katak sira iha dívida ida boot liu, tanba 
jerasaun tuan sira liberate patria. Tanba dívida ida nee boot hanesan nee, joven sira 
sente sira nunka sei bele selu fila fali total. Ida nee halo jerasaun iha klaran sente katak 
sira rasik la iha valor, no jerasaun tuan sira deit mak iha valor. Hau argumenta katak crise 
identidade ida nee kria husi jerasaun tuan sira no krise identidade nee bele sai desafio 
ida boot ba Timor-Leste iha futuru.  Kapítulu 1 no 8 forma introdusaun no konklusaun ba 
hau nia argumentu.
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Iha kapítuku 1 (Introduction) hau introduz temátika no kontestu peskiza nian, hau 
esplika métodu peskiza sira nebee hau uza no mos teoria nebee hau uza atu halo análize 
ba hau nia dados. Teoria livru nee baseia ba tópiku tolu: jerasaun sira, kustume ka lisan, 
no sidadania. Hau konsidera, ho Mannheim (1952) katak jerasaun ida la baseia deit ba 
ema nia tinan. Hau defende katak jerasaun ida forma ninia an bainhira ema barak iha 
esperiensia istóriku hanesan iha momentu ida. No mos hau hanoin, katak jerasaun ida 
forma ninia an deit baihira grupu nee sempre repete istória konaba momentu nee no 
mos uza momentu nee atu karakteriza sira nia an no mos atu esklui ema sira seluk. 
Tanba iha Timor-Leste ema defini sira nia an laos deit tuir jerasau, hau mos hateke ba 
kostume, nebee iha Timor-Leste ema bolu lisan. Maski ema iha Timor-Leste apresenta 
lisan hanesan buat ida ke nanis ona desde tempu bei-ala sira, hau hatudu katak kostume 
dala barak buat ke modernu no buat ke sempre muda. Iha nasaun sira postkolonial dala 
barak estadu uza instituisaun kostume sira atu halo desentralizasaun. Iha Timor-Leste 
mos hanesan. Hau hakerek katak maski nee buat ida ke diak, ita mos tenke halo analize 
ba relasaun poder nian nebee la hanesan iha instituisaun kostume nian. Iha Timor-Leste, 
ita tenke foka liu-liu ba aspetu entre jerasaun sira tanba ema katuas no ferik iha poder 
barak liu iha lisan duke ema joven sira. Ikus liu hau hateke ba tópiku sidadania. Hau 
hatudu oinsa, iha prosesu istória, matenek nain sira muda sira nia visaun ba sidadania. 
Ohin loron ita la konsidera ona sidadania hanesan status, maibe ita konsidera katak 
sidadania buat ida ke bele muda, no nebe ema oi-oin fo nia forma oi-oin. Hau argumenta 
katak sidadania ita la bele observa deit entre ema no estadu, maibe mos entre ema ho 
ema sira seluk. Posibilidade ba ema ida atu asesu sira nia direitu no mos sira nia dever 
mos depende ba instituisaun sira seluk nebee laos estadu (ezemplu: familia, konselhu de 
suku, NGO sira). Hau nia peskiza hatudu katak importante atu observa relasaun sira nee 
mos bainhira ita peskiza konaba sidadania. Tanba nee hau desevolve konseitu sidadania 
hanesan palimpsest hanesan hau esplika ona iha leten. Se ita analiza sidadania hanesan 
palimpsest ita bele estuda influénsia sira nebee ema hetan konaba saida mak sira nia 
sidadania hanesan lian oi-oin. Tanba nee hau hakerek konaba lian sidadanian nian. 
Nee katak hanoin oi-oin konaba sidadania, nebee la hanesan liu, bele mai hamutuk no 
hamutuk forma imajem nebee ema iha konaba sira nia sidadania. Hau argumenta katak 
husi lian sidadania nebee la hanesan, ema hetan konfrontasaun ho espektativa nebee 
la hanesan. 

Iha kapítulu 1 hau mos hakerek konaba hau nia metudu kualitativu peskiza nian no 
hau reflete hau nia posisaun nudar peskizador. Livru ida nee baseia ba fulan 15 peskiza 
nian. Fulan 10 husi nee hola parte ba hau nia doutoramentu (fulan 5 hola parte ba hau 
nia mestradu iha 2012). Hau vizita Timor-Leste dala tolu entre tinan 2015 no tinan 2018. 
Lokalidade nebee prinsipál ba hau nia peskiza mak Dili. Maibe atu hetan mos perspektiva 
husi joven sira nebee hela iha area rural sira, hau mos hela durante fulan rua iha suku 
ida iha parte loromonu Timor-Leste nian iha 2015, no mos halo vizita ba suku rua iha 
parte lorosae atu koalia ho joven sira iha nebaa iha 2017. Hau nia metudu peskiza mak: 
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observasaun partisipativu; entrevista semi-estruturadu; no mos grupu diskusaun. Hau 
mos desenvolve metudu partisipativu balun nebee hau esplika diak liu iha Annex II 
livru nian. Iha hau nia reflesaun konaba hau nia posisaun nudar peskizador hau hakerek 
konaba oinsa hau nia status hanesan joven, feto, malae ho fuuk mean, fo impaktu ba 
hau nia peskiza. Hau reflete oinsa, tanba status ida nee, ema Timor oan sempre prontu 
atu koalia ho hau. Maski hau dala barak sente ladun kontente tanba ema hotu sempre 
hateke hau iha parte hotu hotu, hau mos reflete katak ida nee mos fo posibilidade mai 
hau tanba ema hotu prontu atu koalia ho hau. Tuir mai hau hakerek konaba oinsa hau 
mai husi rai rua nebee fo impaktu boot ba istória Timor-Leste: Olanda no Portugal. Tanba 
nee dala ruma hau sente ladun diak, tanba hau nia bei-ala sira mak fo impaktu ba istória 
Timor-Leste nian. Maibe ida nee mos halo katak hau hatene koalia lian Portugés no 
tanba nee konsegue aprende Tetun lalais. Ikus liu hau reflete oinsa hau nia Tetun fo valor 
boot mai hau tanba fásil liu atu komunika ho ema. 

Kapítulu 2 (The Birth of a Nation-State: contextualizing in-betweenness) fo 
resumu istória Timor-Leste nian desde tempu antes kolonialismu husi Portugal too 
tempu ukun rasik an. Iha kontestu istóriku ida nee hau analiza saida mak akontese iha 
istória Timor-Leste nian no oinsa ida nee fo forma ba Timor-Leste nudar estadu-nasaun 
ohin loron nian. Istória ida nee mos forma palimpsest sidadania nian husi joven sira 
iha Timor. Kolonialismu Portugés husik hela iha Timor elite ida nebee eduka iha eskola 
Portugeza. Iha dekada 1970, elite ida nee sente sira la hanesan vizinhu Indonesia oan. 
Entaun horbainhira Portugal deside atu sees an husi kolonia Timor, elite ida nee deside 
katak sira lakoi hola parte husi nasaun Indonesia. Kapítulu ida nee mos hatuku katak 
violénsia brutal nebee Indonesia uza durante okupasaun, halo ema Timor oan la gosta 
liu Indonesia. Tan nee, movimentu rezisténsia hetan apoiu makaas liu husi populasaun. 
Maibe presensa husi Indonesia, liuliu husi sira nia investimentu iha seitor edukasaun, 
mos kria jerasaun ida foun nebee eduka ho lian no ho kultura Indonesia nian. Jerasaun 
ida nee ema ohin loron bolu jerasaun Indonesia nian.  

Kapítulu ida nee kontinua ho analize oinsa iha parte segundu dekada 1980 nian 
no mos iha dekada 1990 presaun husi komunidade internasional komesa aumenta ba 
Indonesia atu loke teritóriu Timor-Leste nian no mos atu autoriza referendu konaba ukun 
rasik an. Joven sira nebee hanesan populasaun peskiza ba livru ida nee moris iha tempu 
nebaa. Nudar labarik, sira ba iha eskola Indonesia nian maibe sira mos sente katak moris 
ho bapak ladun diak maske sira seidauk konsegue komprende konseitu okupasaun 
ka ukun rasik an. Violénsia no intimidasaun komesa aumenta horbainhira Indonesia 
autoriza referendum. Maibe violénsia aat liu bainhira Nasoins Unidas komunika, iha 
fulan Setembru tinan 1999, katak 78.5% husi ema Timor oan vota ba ukun rasik an. 
Militar Indonesia no mos milisia sira nebee defende integrasaun ho Indonesia sunu no 
sobu maioria husi infrastrutura nebee harii durante tempu Indonesia. Sira mos oho ema 
arbiru iha dalan too forsa internasional ba dame tama iha teritóriu Timor-Leste nian

. 
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Tuir mai, kapítulu hatudu katak iha tinan tuir momentu ukuk rasik an, populasaun 
Timor oan iha espektativa sira aas loos konaba ukun rasik an no demokrasia. Iha 
momentu ida nee aktor sira nasional no mos internasional nebee harii hela estadu, 
la dun fo atensaun ba sistema sira husi lisan, kultura no kostume nebee nanis ona iha 
komunidade sira iha territoriu tomak. Iha tinan sira depois de ukun rasik an iha mos 
konflitu balun nebee mai husi tempu rezisténsia no nebee seidauk konsegue resolve 
too iha nebaa. Konflitu sira nee entre jerasaun Portugeza no Indonesia maibe mos iha 
jerasaun sira nia laran. Iha 2006, konflitu sira nee resulta iha crise politiku-militar ida 
nebee halo ema Timor oan fahe malu tuir identidade regional hanesan “lorosae” no 
“loromonu”. Momentu krise nee mak hanesan momentu nebee hader konsiensia politika 
iha joven barak sira nia laran. Joven mane sira dala barak hetan sala ba violénsia nebee 
buras durante crise 2006. Livru ida nee explora oinsa fo sala hanesan nee la hateke ba 
dinámica de poder sira entre jerasaun sira nebee halo joven sira sente frustrado no hirus 
no halo sira hakarak sai aktor violénsia nian. 

Kapítulu 3 (The problem of being in-between: History, legacy and generations in 
Timor-Leste) hateke ba kategoria ida nebee importante loos bainhira ita analiza posisaun 
joven sira iha sistema ukun nian: jerasaun sira. Kapítulu nee hahu esplika oinsa prosesu 
istória nebee hakerek iha kapítulu 2 forma jerasaun sira iha Timor-Leste. Kapítulu mos 
hatudu oinsa jerasaun sira nudar kategoria komesa sai importante liu durante procesu 
atu estabelese Timor-Leste nudar estadu-nasaun independente. Jerasaun Portugeza, ka 
pelo menus elite jerasaun nee nian nebee hanesan heroi sira ba libertasaun nasional, 
hetan posisaun aas iha sistema ukun nasaun depois the ukun rasik an. Nee fo impaktu 
boot tanba hanesan nee jerasaun Portugeza mak konsegue deside liu oinsa hakerek 
Konstituisaun no se mak hetan rona no se mak lae. Exemplo, lian Portugés sai hanesan 
lian ofisiál estadu nian hamutuk ho lian Tetun. Lian Indonesia hamutuk ho lian Ingles 
sai hanesan lian servisu deit. Ema barak husi jerasaun Indonesia la konsegue aprende 
lian Portugues durante okupasaun, tanba iha tempu nebaa lian Portugés proibidu husi 
estadu Indonesia. Entaun, bainhira lian Portugés sai hanesan lian ofisiál, ema barak husi 
jerasaun Indonesia sente sira la hetan oportunidade atu partisipa iha politika. Hanesan 
nee membru jerasaun Portugeza konsegue estabelese sira nia an nudar lider politiku sira. 
Sira estabelece istória ida nebee hanorin ema katak asuwain husi movimentu rezisténsia 
no husi jerasaun Portugeza mak hatene oinsa atu ukun nasaun. Ema sira seluk la hatene 
saida mak nasaun presiza tanba sira sei joven liu. Jerasaun Portugeza harii imajem ida 
katak, atu sai lider, ema presiza konta istória konaba sakrifísiu no terus durante tempo 
okupasaun. Se sira la iha istória hanesan nee, sira la merese atu sai lider, ka sira sei sai 
lider nebee la diak. Jerasaun Indonesia la aceita ida nee, entaun sira komesa konta istória 
konaba sira nia sakrifísiu no mos sira nia terus, atu ema bele fiar katak sira mos bele 
ukun nasaun hanesan lider husi jerasaun Portugeza. Hanesan nee, sira mos kontribui ba 
narrativa katak lider mak lider duni bainhira nia halo funu hasoru Indonesia, nia sakrifika 
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ni-nia an, no nia terus durante tempo okupasaun. Tanba nee, jerasaun sira komesa 
klasifika tuir karakteristika rua: (1) lian nebee ema aprende iha eskola, no (2) sira nia 
partisipasaun iha rezisténsia hasoru Indonesia. 

Kapítulu nee hatudu katak iha jerasaun ida nebee monu entre kategoria sira nebee 
estabelece husi sosiedade. Jerasaun ida nee kompostu husi joven adultu sira (entre 
tinan 18 no 30). Sira moris durante okupasaun Indonesia. Sira sosialisa ho lian Indonesia, 
sira tama eskola Indonesia no sira mos sei hanoin violénsia no terus husi okupasaun 
Indonesia. Maibe, iha tempu nebaa, sira sei kiik liu atu partisipa aktivu iha movimentu 
rezisténsia. Tanba nee sira la hola parte totalmente iha jerasaun Indonesia, maibe sira 
mos la konsidera sira nia an hanesan jerasaun post-ukun rasik an. Tan nee, hau bolu sira 
jerasaun iha klaran. Kapítulu 3 hateke oinsa jerasaun iha klaran defini sira nia posisaun 
entre jerasaun sira seluk. Kapítulu nee mos hatuku katak iha mos diferensa sira iha 
jerasaun iha klaran nia laran. Atu esplika ida nee, kapítulu identifika karakteristika haat 
nebee estabelece diferensa entre membru sira jerasaun iha klaran nian: (1) sira hela iha 
sidade ka iha foho; (2) sira iha servisu ka lae; (3) sira feto ka mane; no (4) sira eskola too 
iha nebee. 

Kapítulu 4 (Navigating the ancestral realm: Lisan, gerontocracy and deferential 
citizenship) hateke ba lisan no ba oinsa lisan fo impaktu ba palimpsest sidadania joven 
sira nian. Lisan barak liu duke lei custume deit. Lisan liga ba bei-ala sira no ba lulik, no 
mos ba regra no tradisaun sira nebee bei-ala sira husik ba sira nia jerasaun. Se ema ida 
la respeitu lisan, bei-ala sira bele fo kastigu ba nia. Kastigu nee hanesan asidente, moras 
ka bele too mate derepente. Kapítulu ida nee fo teoria geral konaba oinsa lei kustume 
nian uza iha rai postkolonial sira atu koko decentraliza demokrasia. Matenek nain balun 
kritika ida nee tanba sira dehan katak atu uza lei kustume nian bele haforsa sistema 
nebee patriarkal (mane mak poder liu) no mos gerontokratiku (ema katuas/ferik mak 
poder liu). Kapítulu ida nee hatudu katak nee mos oituan realidade iha Timor-Leste. Ema 
joven fiar makas ba lisan no ba possibilidade atu hetan kastigu husi bei-ala sira. Tanba 
dala barak mak katuas ka ferik sira nebee mak responsavel ba komunikasaun entre ema 
joven no sira nia bei-ala sira, posisaun mediador ida nee fo poder boot ba ema katuas ka 
ferik sira. Ho posisaun hanesan nee ema katuas no ferik sira bele manda no haruka ema 
joven sira no se ema joven sira la koi rona, sira bele ameasa ho kastigu bei-ala sira nian. 

Kapítulu ida nee identifika instituisaun tolu lisan nian nebee relevante ba moris 
loro-loron joven sira nian. Instituisaun tolu nee, hotu hotu karakteriza husi mos relasan 
inter-jerasaun sira. Instituisaun primeiru lisan nian mak uma lulik. Iha uma lulik nia laran 
joven sira aprende mak atu hatene ninia posisaun iha komunidade no familia nia leet. 
Informasaun konaba posisaun ida nee important loos tanba nee defini oinsa ema joven 
tenke koalia hasoru ema seluk no mos tenke respeita lulik ida nebee. Momoos, uma 
lulik define ema joven pertense ba parte jeográfica ida nebee. Instituisaun lisan nian 
segundu nebee mak tese ida nee koalia ba, nee iha relasaun metin ho uma lulik tanba 
nia estabelese relasaun sira entre familia sira. Familia sira kesi of familia sira seluk tuir 
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ligasaun fetosan/umane. Relasaun ida nee defini se mak bele hola se no oinsa ligasaun 
entre familia sira (se mak tenke fo saida ba se bainhira halo lia). Ba terseiru, lisan regula 
ema nia moris tuir procesu tara bandu. Tara bandu nee hanesan regra sira nebee defini 
iha komunidade (maibe liuliu husi katuas no ferik sira). Tara bandu mos estabelese multa 
bainhira ema husi kommunidade la respeita regra sira nebee defini ona. Tara bandu bele 
defini bainhira ema bele kuda modo ka ai-fuan, maibe mos multa nebee ema tenke selu 
bainhira sira fahe malu hanesan feen no laen, no mos bele defini too idade minimu ba 
joven sira atu namora malu. Iha tara bandu, hanesan iha instituisaun lisan sira seluk, 
regra defini no controla liu liu husi katuas sira. Tanba nee, joven sira iha posisaun kiik 
iha institutisaun lisan sira hotu. Ho ida nee, lisan estabelese lian sidadania ida nebee 
define katak joven sira, nudar sidadaun, tenke respeita ema boot no tuir regras lisan 
nian. Kapítulu ida nee taka ho analize ida konaba oinsa lisan define ema joven sira nia 
sidadania no mos oinsa joven sira koko atu desafia regra sira lisan nian maibe mos 
respeitu ema boot.

Kapítulu 5 (Governing the Local: Belonging, Citizenship and In-betweenness in the 
Suku) halo analize konaba oinsa lian sidadania nebee joven sira aprende husi lisan fo 
impaktu ba sira nia partisipasaun iha suku. Suku hanesan nivel governasaun kiik liu iha 
prosesu desentralisasaun estadu nian. Hanesan nee, suku sai hanesan fatin ida iha nebee 
lian sidadania oi-oin hasoru malu no dala ruma mos xoke malu. Kapítulu ida nee hatudu 
oinsa konselhu de suku kombina hanoin sira husi lisan ho hanoin sira husi demokrasia 
representativa. Ema nebee tuur iha konselhu de suku, sira laos deit autoridade lokal. Sira 
mos hanesan membru husi komunidade, ho ligasaun familia no relasaun fetosan/umane. 
Relasaun sira nee fo impaktu ba sira nia posisaun iha konselhu de suku nia laran. Se tiu 
ida no ninia sobrinho tuur iha konselhu de suku ida, sobrinho tenke nafatin respeita 
ninia tiu maske tuir lei konselhu de suku nian, sira nia posisaun hanesan. Ema nebee 
tuur iha konselhu de suku bele mos mai ho ninia filosofia patriarkal. Lei suku nian defini 
katak joven sira iha suku laran tenke representa iha konselhu de suku husi representante 
juventude feto ida no mane ida. Maibe lei suku nian la define konteudu no knaar ba 
posisaun ida nee. Nee dala barak sai problema ba representante juventude sira tanba 
maske iha posisaun, sira nafatin la bele halo buat ida tanba sira nia knaar la define klaru. 
Posisaun difisil nee resulta husi lian sidadania nebee la hanesan no nebee xoke malu iha 
suku. Lian sidadania ida mai husi lisan no nee define katak atu sai sidadaun diak joven 
sira tenke nonook no respeita ema boot. Tuir visaun ida nee joven sira hanesan “seidauk 
sidadaun duni” (not-yet-citizen) tanba ema sei haree sira hanesan labarik. Sidadaun 
joven sira tuir lian sidadania nee tenke hein too ema boot la iha ona, too sira rasik mak 
boot. Iha momentu nee, entaun mak sira bele partisipa duni. Lian sidadania nee xoke ho 
lian sidadania nebee mai husi Konstituisaun liberal no demokratika. Lian demokratiku 
nee ita hetan iha lei suku nian. Lian sidadania nee defini katak joven sira iha direitu 
no mos dever atu partisipa aktivu no atu hetan representasaun iha nivel hotu hotu 
governasaun nian. Kapítulu ida nee explora oinsa representante juventude konselhu de 
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suku nian tenke koko atu hamrik iha lian rua nee nia klaran. Tanba nee, representante 
juventude hetan expektativa oi-oin nebee xoke malu husi komunidade. Sira nia maluk 
joven sira iha komunidade no mos ema husi politika nasional hakarak representante 
juventude atu partisipa aktivu iha konselhu de suku. Maibe, lideransa lokal la gosta 
bainhira representante juventude aktivu liu iha konselhu, tanba sira sente katak joven 
nebee partisipa no koalia aktivu la respeita katuas no ferik sira. Entaun representante 
juventude iha konselhu de suku hetan tolok ka trata husi joven sira tanba sira la aktivu, 
no hetan tolok no trata husi katuas no ferik sira tanba sira aktivu liu. Konsekuénsia mak 
representante juventude sira la gosta sira nia servisu no la konsegue halo sira nia knaar 
ho diak. 

Kapítulu 6 (Narrating the politics of precedence: political parties romanticising 
the past) explora oinsa konseitu “precedence” fo impaktu ba partidu politiku sira iha 
demokrasia. Konseitu precedence nee mai husi lisan parte lorosae Indonesia nian nebee 
Timor-Leste mos hola parte ba. Precedence nee defini posisaun jerasaun sira iha lisan 
nia laran. Se jerasaun ida iha precedence boot, nee signifika katak sira iha posisaun 
aas iha lisan no ritual lia nian. Konseitu precedence relasiona ho huun jeasaun nian. 
Ba Timor-Leste iha istória konaba labarik no lafaek nebee defini momentu moris ba rai 
Timor. Maibe jarasaun ida ida mos iha istória konaba oinsa sira nia jerasaun mai iha 
mundu nee. Tanba nee, se jerasaun ida ka ema individual ida bele konta oinsa ninia 
istória relasiona ho momentu iha nebee jerasaun moris, nia sei hetan precedence liu 
duke ema seluk. Kapítulu ida nee hatudu katak ita mos bele hetan konseitu precedence 
iha politika demokratika iha Timor-Leste. Hau identifika momentu nebee Timor-Leste 
moris nudar nasaun hanesan momentu mitiku moris kan hunn nee. Momentu ida nee 
ema iha partidu politiku sira uza atu estabelece no defende sira nia posisaun aas iha 
partidu politiku sira. Se ema bele konta istória konaba oinsa sira luta ba momentu ukun 
rasik an, sira sei hetan precedence liu duku bainhira ema la iha istória hanesan nee 
nebee sira bele konta. Problema mak momentu moris nasaun Timor-Leste nian ladun 
define klaru iha istória. Ema balun dehan nasaun moris iha 28 de Novembru 1975, ema 
seluk dehan nasaun moris iha 20 de Maio 2002, no ema barak mos dehan katak nasaun 
moris durante rezisténsia hasoru okupasaun husi Indonesian. Tanba nee iha istória oi-oin 
konaba momentu moris nasaun Timor-Leste. Nee fo fatin ba ema atu istori malu konaba 
ida nee. Ema politiku sira uza sira nia istória rasik konaba sira nia partisipasaun iha funu 
hasoru Indonesia atu defende sira nia posisaun hanesan lider politiku hasoru ema seluk, 
liu liu ema joven sira. 

Kapítulu ida nee hatudu oinsa politika demokratika iha Timor-Leste dala barak 
mak konaba istória no konaba pasado nian. Ida nee sai hanesan problema ba jerasaun 
iha klaran tanba sira ladun iha istória privadu nebee sira bele konta konaba rezisténsia 
hasoru Indonesia. Diferensa entre jerasaun sira sai forte liu iha ambiente politiku tanba 
jerasaun Portugeza no jerasaun Indonesia uza istória konaba rezisténsia atu reafirma 
ninia posisaun nudar lider politiku no ema boot. Atensaun ba istória konaba terus 
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durante okupasaun Indonesia, no mos fokus ba importansia libertasaun nasional ba 
momentu moris nasaun nian, halo joven sira sente katak sira iha dívida (tusan) boot 
hasoru jerasaun libertador sira. Dívida ida nee boot liu atu bele selu fila fali. Tanba nee 
jerasaun iha klaran sei sempre sente kiik liu hasoru jerasaun Portugeza no jerasaun 
Indonesia. Tanba sentimentu dívida ida nee, joven sira sente katak nudar sidadaun sira 
la iha direitu atu ukun ona. Bainhira deit ema tuan sira la iha tan ona, mak jerasaun iha 
klaran sente katak sira sei bele ukun no partisipa aktivu iha governasaun. 

Kapítulu taka ho analize partidu kiik no foun naran KHUNTO. Partidu ida nee 
desafia relasaun entre istória no lideransa politika ho introdusaun lisan hanesan buat 
nebee bele fo poder politiku ba ema. Membru sira KHUNTO nian halo juramentu ida 
katak sira sei suporta partidu KHUNTO no mos sei la halo korrupsaun to sira mate. Iha 
juramentu nee sira invoka sira nia bei-ala sira no mos sira nia uma lulik. Tanba ida nee, 
atu la respeitu juramentu nee (por exemplo, vota ba partidu seluk) nee perigozu, tanba 
bele hetan moras, ka asidente, ka bele too mate. Hau desenvolve teoria ida nebee dehan 
katak joven sira komesa gosta tuir KHUNTO tanba iha partidu nee ema la presiza iha 
istória rezisténsia atu hetan respeitu iha partidu laran. Ema presiza mak iha respeitu 
boot ba lisan, maibe ida nee fasil liu ba joven sira tanba ema hotu hotu iha sira nia 
lisan. Hanesan nee, KHUNTO hatama lisan iha palimpsest sidadania nian, no mos iha 
politika demokratika iha nivel nasional. Ita la bele haluha katak iha lisan nia laran, joven 
sira nafatin hetan posisaun kiik ka hanesan labarik. Hanesan nee, partidu boot sira 
estabelece konseitu precedence iha politika liu istória, no partidu KHUNTO estabelece 
konseitu precedence iha politika liu lisan. Entaun, joven sira aprende iha partidu politiku 
sira, katak sira tenke respeita ema boot, nonok, no hein too ema sira seluk la iha ona atu 
sira bele ukun nasaun. 

Kapítulu 7 (Being the Future: Navigating precedence, politics and unreciprocable 
debt) analiza oinsa joven sira koko atu partisipa aktivu iha partidu politiku sira. Kapítulu 
hahu introduz parte kiik populasaun joven Timor oan nian nebee nafatin sente katak 
sira bele hetan buat ruma husi partisipasaun iha partidu politiku sira. Iha moos ema 
joven barak nebee sente katak iha partidu politiku sira ema la rona sira no katak sira bele 
halo barak liu ba desenvolvimentu nasaun iha area sira seluk. Joven sira nebee partisipa 
aktivu iha partidu politiku sira, hanesan representante juventude iha konselhu de suku, 
dala barak hetan tolok. Se sira la aktivu ema dehan sira baruk teen, se sira aktivu ema 
dehan sira tenke nonok tanba sira labarik. Atu halo balanso ba ida nee joven sira nebee 
hakarak aktivu iha partidu politiku sira iha metodo tolu. Primeiru metodu mak nega 
ambisaun. Ambisaun hanesan lia-fuan kroat iha Timor-Leste. Tanba nee bainhira sira 
aktivu iha partidu politiku sira, ema joven dala barak dehan katak sira la iha ambisaun 
politika no katak sira aktivu deit atu serve nasaun. Sira dehan katak se sira nia lider 
hakarak sira atu hetan posisaun aas, sira sei halo servisu ida nee. Laos tanba sira hakarak 
posisaun aas, maibe tanba sira hakarak ajuda lider sira atu desenvolve nasaun. Segundu 
metodu mak joven sira sempre dehan sira la bele sura kolen. Joven sira kompara sira nia 
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terus no sira nia sakrifísiu ho jerasaun tuan sira no konsidera sira nia terus no sakrifísiu 
rasik hanesan kiik liu. Tanba nee, sira tenke halo sakrifísiu ba partidu maibe sira la bele 
koalia konaba sira nia sakrifísiu se lae ema bele dehan katak sira hakarak sura kolen. 
Terseiru metodu mak joven sira sempre dehan katak sira la husu buat ida husi partidu. 
Sira hakarak kontribui deit tanba sira sente katak sira iha dívida boot hasoru lider sira, 
tanba lider sira liberta rai Timor-Leste. Joven sira dehan katak sira kontente tanba iha 
partidu politiku nia laran sira bele aprende buat ruma maibe sira la bele husu barak tan 
husi partidu. 

Kapítulu 8 (Conclusion: studying citizenship from between the cracks), nudar 
conclusaun halibur elementu hotu tese nian. Kapítulu ida nee foti conclusaun katak iha 
lian sidadania tolu iha joven sira nia palimpsest sidadania nian. Iha mos instituisaun oi-
oin nebee estabele lian sidadania sira nee. Primeiru, instituisaun lisan nian (uma lisan, 
relasaun fetosan/umane no regra sira tara bandu) hanorin joven sira husi jerasaun iha 
klaran lian sidadania kustume nian. Lian sidadania ida nee hanorin joven sira katak 
sira tenke nonok, respeita familia, respeita katuas/ferik sira, bei-ala sira no mos regra 
sira lisan nian. Lian nee mos hanorin joven sira atu hatudu respeitu ba ema nebee iha 
precedence boot liu. Lian kostume nian konaba sidadania mos fo sentido pertensa nian 
iha nivel lokal suku no mos iha nivel nasional. 

Iha partidu politiku sira, ita bele haree klaru oinsa jerasaun Portugeza no Indonesia 
hadau malu poder. Istória rezisténsia nian sai hanesan elementu sentral ida hadau malu 
poder ida nee. Tanba nee, partidu politiku sira no ema politiku sira forma lian sidadania 
ida nebee ita bele bolu lian patriótiku sidadania nian. Ita mos bele hetan lian ida nee iha 
palimpsest sidadania joven sira nian. Lian ida nee harii imajem ida husi joven sira iha 
tempo rezisténsia hanesan asuwain sira nebee sempre prontu atu sakrifika sira nia an ba 
ukun rasik an estadu-nasaun nian. Tanba lian ida nee harii imajem ida joven passado sira 
nian nebee la realistiku, joven sira iha presente sente katak sira nunka sei sai sidadaun 
nebee diak hanesan iha pasado. Ho lian sidadania patriótiku nian, jerasaun tuan sira 
hakarak uza istória pasado nian atu defini sira nia precedence hasoru ema joven sira 
nebee liuliu hetan nivel edukasaun aas liu duke ema jerasaun tuan sira. Hanesan nee, sira 
uza pasado atu estabelece sira nia direitu atu ukun ema jerasaun iha klaran no jerasaun 
foun sira. Ho ida nee sira kria grupu joven sira nebee la fiar an no nebee sente katak sira 
la iha valor. Joven sira sente sira iha dívida ida nebee sira la bele selu fali tanba jerasaun 
tuan sira liberta ona nasaun. Ida nee kria frustrasaun entre joven sira (tanba sira sente 
sira la iha valor) no ida nee bele halo sira involve iha asaun violentu ka pasividade. 

Desorientasaun no pasividade nee bele sai boot liu bainhira lian sidadania kostume 
nian xoke malu ho lian sidadania patriótiku nian. Depois, lian rua nee xoke malu ho lian 
sidadania terseiru ida, mak lian sidadania egualitária nian. Depois de ukun rasik an iha 
tinan 2002, Timor-Leste sai hanesan fatin ida iha nebee aktor internasional no nasional 
sira harii estadu ida foun. Tanba nee, Constituisaun Timor-Leste nian no lei sira Timor-
Leste nian sai nakono ho ideal internasional sira konaba demokrasia egualitária no liberal. 
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Nee kria lian sidadania egualitária iha palimpsest sidadania joven sira nian. Lian ida nee 
hanorin joven sira katak sira iha direitu no mos dever atu partisipa aktivu iha governasaun 
estadu-nasaun no mos katak ema seluk la bele diskrimina sira baseia ba sira nia tinan. 

Tan nee, palimpsest sidadania nian halibur lian sidadania oi-oin nebee dala ruma 
completa malu maibe daka ruma mos xoke malu. Lian sidadania tolu nee sai hanesan 
lalenok ba procesu historiku fomasaun estadu-nasaun nian no mos ba hadau malu 
poder nian entre jerasaun sira. Hau hanoin katak bainhira ita halo analize ba palimsest 
sidadania nian, ita bele identifika oinsa ema uza lian ida nee no interpreta atu reinforsa 
no legitimiza desbalansu poder nian entre jerasaun sira. 

Jerasaun iha klaran fo ita informasaun nebee importante konaba sidadania. Tanba 
sira, nudar jerasaun iha klaran la koresponde ho klasifikasaun jerasaun nian iha Timor-
Leste sira nia sidadania karakteriza husi espektativas nebee la hanesan. Se sira aktivu ema 
tolok sira tanba sira aktivu liu, maibe se sira la aktivu ema dehan katak sira baruk ten. 
Ho espektativas nebee la hanesan, jerasaun iha klarak konvida ita atu estuda sidadania 
ho krítiku. Nunee ita la haree sidadania ona hanesan buat ruma ke fasil no klaru maibe 
ita hahu atu hateke diak liu. Atu estuda sidadania diak liu hanesan nee hau desenvolve 
imajem sidadania nian hanesan palimpsest ida. Iha palimpsest ida nee lian sidadania 
oi-oin hasoru malu no mos xoke malu. Nee hatudu ita katak sidadania laos buat nebee 
ita iha deit. Liu-liu sidadania ema mak halo. No prosesu halo sidadania sempre relasiona 
ho poder ke la hanesan. Jerasaun iha klaran mos hatudu mai ita katak sidadania sempre 
muda hela. Jerasaun iha klaran aseita sira nia posisaun iha okos tanba sira hatene katak 
loron ruma jerasaun sira seluk nebee agora iha precedence, sei la iha tan ona. Entaun, 
iha futuru, bainhira sira mak boot, jerasaun iha klaran sei mos bele ukun nasaun. Nee 
hatudu katak buat nebe karakteriza ita nia palimpsest sidadania nian, ita nia direitu 
no ita nia dever, nee nunka hanesan ba nafatin. Tanba ida nee, hau hanoin katak, atu 
estuda sidadania ho diak, ita tenke estuda sidadania hanesan palimpsest ida. Ita mos 
tenke analiza kontestu istóriku, polítiku no kultural nebee forma lian sidadania nian iha 
palimpsest leten. No ikus liu, ita tenke halo observasaun konaba saida mak ema halo 
bainhira lian sidadania oi-oin iha espektativa ke la hanesan hasoru sira. 
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